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Abstract
This dissertation study assessed ethnic identity in adults of Indian origin through
Culturally Centered Music & Imagery (CCMI), an arts-based, psychotherapeutic
technique. The purpose was to examine how Indian music, in the context of CCMI, could
evoke identity-based imagery and assess Indian identity in a globalized context. Five
Indian men and women participated in CCMI sessions, and the qualitative methodology
of portraiture was used in this study. The results provide support for the cultural or ethnic
unconscious and suggest the potential for CCMI to access this internal, collective space.
Results also indicate that CCMI may be used in a clinical and non-clinical context to help
men and women from the Indian Diaspora to gain awareness of their ethnic unconscious
and understand how it impacts their external life. The research also suggests that CCMI
may be effective in assessing and emotionally and psychologically supporting adults who
are going through the process of immigration or acculturation.
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Chapter 1
Introduction
The motivation for this research originally came from my own life experience as a
bisexual, Indian-American woman growing up in the United States during the post-1965
immigration years. In sharing my own autobiographical background and experiences, my
hope is to give the reader an understanding about how my own lens and worldview
informs my research decisions and interpretations.
I was born in a small neighborhood in Nagercoil, India, where bony cows, petrol
taxis, barefoot cyclists, and hungry children all shared the same dirt road to the temple. It
was a town where sweltering temperatures seared your skin, but women with toothless
smiles melted your heart. The day was July 21st, 1969, twenty-two years after India’s
independence from British colonization. As I emerged from my mother’s womb, Neil
Armstrong made the first momentous steps across the surface of the moon. Little did I
realize how symbolic that historic day was for me, that at six months of age I, too, would
leave the only home I knew and embark upon my own adventure—a journey to an
unknown and unfamiliar land, in search of music, self-knowledge, and ethnic identity.
My family immigrated to a small, middle class, university town in southern
Illinois, where only a handful of other Indians resided. Although we identified as
Brahmin, caste and regional differences seemed less important in our little Indian
community, with only one other family speaking Tamil, our native language. While I
understood the Tamil that was spoken to me, however, as a child I could not bring myself
to respond in kind and only spoke English. Likewise, at the age of nine, I began playing
American folk songs and European classics on the violin in the public school, as I had an
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unusual love and inclination for music since my early childhood days. As I grew up, my
parents encouraged me to listen to Indian classical music, learn to speak Tamil, and
attend Indian karnatic music concerts. However, I was not interested. My parents
assumed that my interest in Western music would transfer to the music of our mother
country, but they were mistaken. I was already conditioned by the cultural norms of a
small, mid-western town. As a result, I found the expressive slides and nasal quality of
Indian music strange and sometimes felt embarrassed by its foreign flavor.
In contrast, my passion for Western classical music grew, and I devoted my
adolescent years to the study of European masters. I fell in love with the romantic
harmonies, refined tones, and emotional expression of Bach, Beethoven, and Brahms. As
one of the few teenagers of color in town, performing this music with my American peers
gave me a sense of confidence, belonging, and community that I desperately needed. In
1987, I was accepted to the Oberlin Conservatory of Music and went on to complete my
Master of Music degree with one of the most renowned teachers in the country. By early
adulthood, I was steeped in the European classical music tradition, performing with my
string quartet across Europe, Canada, and the United States.
In my mid-twenties, however, I had an experience that changed my relationship to
music and my Indian heritage forever. Spending the summer at my parent’s home in
Illinois, where my grandmother was visiting for the summer from India, I had planned a
performance of European classics with a local pianist. Having spent the majority of our
lives on two separate continents, I was thrilled to have my grandmother attend.
The concert itself took place in a pristine church, a temple to famous Edwardsville
artists of the past. The setting was typically Episcopalian, the audience neatly aligned in
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wooden pews, Bibles and hymnals for the Sunday service within reach at knee level. On
the stage, curtains of silver organ pipes painted the polished rosewood walls. True to my
Western allegiance at the time, I stood below the pulpit, engulfed by the massive ebony
of the grand piano. The images were reminiscent of black and white ties, tuxedos, ivory
keys, powdered wigs and formal bows found in the most refined of European aristocrats.
As my bow flew through the air in a fury, a dust of rosin behind me, the harmonies,
timbres, and rhythms of eighteenth and nineteenth century Germany, France, and Austria
filled the air.
Given the vast difference between the values, lifestyles, and worldviews of India
and Europe, I should have perhaps been less surprised to see the perplexed expression on
my grandmother’s face after the performance. In fact, it was not until many years later
that I understood the full significance of this moment. Indeed, this Western musical ritual
was a foreign one for my grandmother, representing all that her father had fought against
as an Indian Freedom Fighter. Everything about the evening spoke of far off lands she
had never been to and ways of being she had not experienced. It represented British
colonization and her life before Indian independence, in a place that worshipped a God
she did not believe in.
For her, rituals involving music were ones she performed each morning to the
rising sun, to cackling crows and sounds of the neighbors sweeping and getting ready for
the day. For her, these rituals were offered to many gods and goddesses, with religious
chants and sweet smelling incense to honor their presence and garner their protection.
Music was a pathway to God, liberation from the confines of the ego, not a means to
inflate it. It was also a discipline of concentration, an ancestral tradition that required
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sacred study and devotion. For my grandmother, music for the concert hall usually
involved the drone of the tamboura, the beat of the mridangam, and most importantly,
the voice, sung in one of India’s twenty-eight languages. The sounds she felt most
familiar with came in a package programmed into her psyche, filled with Indian
ornamental slides, modal scale idioms and rhythmic cycles--gamakas, ragas, and talas—
that only vaguely resembled music found in the Western concert hall.
While a feeling of confusion and longing filled my heart the day of that
performance, this and other similar experiences ultimately became my greatest teachers. I
began to learn that while there are many aspects of music performance that are shared
across the globe, music was hardly a universal language between my grandmother and
me.
Shortly afterwards, I began my graduate studies in music therapy in Boulder,
Colorado. For the first time, I started to pay attention to my own Indian identity and
began to slowly understand my grandmother’s experience. In a city steeped in meditation,
yoga, African drumming, Chinese medicine, and other sacred world traditions, I had
naively expected to find an ethnic-friendly population that would warmly welcome me.
Instead, I was shocked to find a majority of young middle and upper class Caucasians
who had no interest in including me in their international endeavors. While I did not
experience any burning crosses, “whites only” signs, or racial slurs, I felt invisible and
marginalized in a way that was subtle, subversive and difficult to detect. As a result, I
frequently doubted the truth of my experiences and was left feeling isolated and
confused.
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My experiences manifested themselves musically, as I found myself at a loss for
personal expression. While I was content to devote myself to European classical music
for the first twenty-eight years of my life, suddenly I did not want to hear another note of
it. At the time, I could only associate it with privilege, oppression, genocide and
colonization. Through touching into the rage and pain from years of repressed
discrimination, however, I slowly found myself embracing the classical music of India.
In a pilgrimage to my ancestors in the year 2000, I traveled to Mysore, India to
study karnatic music and yoga. The language of Sanskrit, the eternal vibrations of the
tamboura, and the beautiful vocal sadness expressed in sighs stirred something deep
within me. The music of my mother country took me back generations to my ancestors
and touched the profound sorrow in my heart. The sounds of India quenched my parched
skin and soothed my spirit. I felt truly powerful, centered, and connected for the first time
in my life.
Through these experiences, I realized that my creative process is intricately
related to my ethnic and cross-cultural identity. The music that I have chosen to play,
listen to, and surround myself with has not been “culture-free.” On the contrary, it has
been laden with a quest for my own ethnic identity. These experiences led me to probe
deep into the heart of music and culture, prompting me to explore how music and culture
are related and intertwined, how one informs and feeds the other. Perhaps most
importantly, I began to realize that music does not exist in a vacuum, without history or
context, that on some level, music and culture are inseparable.
As I began practicing as a music therapist, I was intrigued by the music-centered
and transpersonal approach of the Bonny Method of Guided Imagery and Music
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(BMGIM) (1978a), designed for use with European classical music. I was especially
attracted to its use of harmony, rhythm, melody, and form as a metaphor for
psychological processes and completed two levels of training over the next several years.
In particular, I remember one training exercise in Massachusetts, where a student led me
in a supportive Music & Imagery session with the guidance of Lisa Summer, our
instructor. It was a time in my life when I had been feeling particularly tired and
struggling with allergies, and I wanted to explore ways that I could better support my
health.
As I relaxed and let the music wash over me, I imagined a healing and beautiful
scene where I was lying in my own personal cathedral on the beach, with sunlight
streaming into my body from all directions. It was so simple, powerful and rejuvenating.
As the piece ended and I came back to ordinary reality, my guide asked me how I could
incorporate the imagery into my life. I had a thought that I should try sitting in the sun
each day. However, I could not imagine what sunlight had to do with my health and was
not completely convinced that it would have much effect. A few weeks later, I had a
blood test and discovered that my vitamin D levels were critically low, the one vitamin
that the body needs sunlight in order to produce! Living in a northern climate with very
little sunlight, my body simply had not been receiving enough, preventing absorption of
other minerals and causing physical and mental fatigue. I was amazed that the Music &
Imagery process was able to tap into such deep, unconscious wisdom and information
and communicate my body’s need so clearly, before even my doctors. After this
experience, I became convinced of the transformational and therapeutic powers of the
method and its potential for self-knowledge.
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Despite my inspiring experiences, however, the gap between my training and my
ethnic identity continued to grow, and I began to question the Western musical and
cultural foundations of the method. Given my conflicting relationship with classical
music, which I had once associated with oppression and colonization, I wondered how
the Bonny Method could assist me in exploring the vast, inner world of my shifting
ethnic identity. How could its use of European classical music help shape the complex
ethnic identity that I was slowly becoming aware of? How would clients from other
ethnicities, who had no experience with European classical music, such as my
grandmother, experience the method? Was such music really appropriate for everyone? It
became clear to me that the method was steeped in one socio-cultural context that may
not be appropriate or effective for people from various ethnicities. I longed for an
approach that was culturally centered, where both the music and the method were
considered within a social and cultural context.
I was also aware, however, that simply choosing ethnic music might not be
effective for everyone. Among music therapists, in particular, I heard many questions
frequently arise about working with multicultural populations. What kind of music should
be used, and how? Should music from client’s ethnicities automatically be used? What if
clients do not identify with their native music? I realized that a qualitative paradigm that
utilizes small samples in rich, descriptive detail could address these questions and
contribute to much needed theory development for a culturally centered music therapy
practice. As a result of my experiences with the Bonny Method and in response to these
questions, I developed Culturally Centered Music & Imagery (CCMI), a music-evoked
imagery experience that situates the therapeutic encounter as well as the musical

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN
IDENTITY

16

intervention within a socio-cultural framework. I describe the technique in more detail in
Chapter 3.
In reviewing modern and postmodern research on ethnic identity, I was also
aware that past trends in multicultural psychology generalized ethnic identity through
stage models and were not able to adequately account for variations in today’s globalized
world and rapidly changing cultural landscape. I also discovered that the fundamental
questions surrounding ethnicity, culture, and identity that I had been grappling with were
far from personal. In fact, discussions on the very foundations of identity had taken on
global proportions, with an abundance of interdisciplinary and international
disagreements, theoretical debates, and discourses on methodology (Rattansi & Phoenix,
1997). Given the climate of intellectual inquiry on this topic, the time seemed ripe to
examine new approaches, specifically the role of music and imagery in defining and
shaping future directions in ethnic identity.
In considering the areas of study for my dissertation study, I was interested in the
following questions. How can Culturally Centered Music and Imagery be used to explore
ethnic identity? Specifically, how does it assess ethnic identity within a globalized
context, as well as within the context of multiple identities? How can CCMI help
participants gain a greater awareness of their own ethnic identity, on an internal and
unconscious level, and its relationship to their well-being?
My intentions for this research are two fold. First, my goal is that through this
study, the field of music therapy might gain a greater understanding of the role of ethnic
identity, including its complexities and nuances, in the music therapy process. This
includes the role of CCMI in describing and evoking material from the cultural and ethnic
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unconscious, providing information for the development of culturally centered music
therapy treatment, modalities, and interventions, and inspiring new possibilities
surrounding the use of non-western music in music evoked imagery and music therapy. I
also hope that interdisciplinary fields such as psychology, sociology, anthropology and
ethnomusicology will acknowledge the power and efficacy of music and a Culturally
Centered Music & Imagery framework to assess the multiple, multi-dimensional and
complex aspects of ethnic identity. Secondly, I hope that this research and the technique
of CCMI may provide individuals with a better understanding of their ethnic identity and
how it impacts their external lives, as well as a greater sense of well-being. Finally, I
hope that this study will engender spirited dialogue, discussion, and stimulate further
inquiry.
Scope and Limitations
As qualitative research, the intention of this study is to provide detailed, rich
information on how Indian music, selected referentially, elicits information on awareness
of Indian identity in five participants. The results are not meant to generalize to all
Indians, or to necessarily apply to populations from other non-Western cultures, although
future studies using music evoked imagery with other Indians and non-Western
populations would certainly be valuable. This study is also limited in that it inquires into
the experiences of primarily middle-class, Indian participants who grew up in Hindu
households, and therefore may not be relevant to those from other religious or socioeconomic backgrounds. Also, this study does not assume that Indian music is more
desirable or effective for Indian populations than European classical music.
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Reflecting on the fact that the participants are from similar ethnic backgrounds,
age range, and possess other similar characteristics as myself, I considered the dangers of
what is often called backyard or insider research. Creswell (1993) advises against such
research due to the possibility of missing certain norms and values that are also part of
the researchers’ background, that “being an insider may not yield this information” (p.
114). In addition, the combination of clinician and researcher, which this research
involves to a certain degree, is often considered problematic. Coupal (2005), for example,
warns of the risks of past relationships or interactions with research participants
interfering with the current research.
However, some researchers recognize both the advantages as well as the problems
involved in such close connections with participants, acknowledging, “some studies on
highly sensitive problems probably could not be done by an outside investigator”
(McMillan & Schumacher, 1994, p. 416). Hooks (1994) and Jarvis (1999) also believe
that being an insider actually enhances research conducted in an ethnographic capacity,
and that a researcher who is part of the community being researched is in a unique
position to understand the social realities of participants, build trust more easily and
authentically, and collectively construct meaning. I chose to research this population for
these very reasons.
To reduce possible distortions of the research results due to my own ethnic lens
and filters, I wrote regular journals throughout the process of data collection, data
analysis, and while writing the results. These included identifying areas where my own
experience and background differed from the participants’ experiences, as well as noting
areas where their own interpretations were considerably different from my own. When
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my own experiences were almost identical to those of the participants, I took care to
intentionally separate out and process my own feelings through personal Music &
Imagery sessions. I also identified and wrote about the struggles I faced in the close
relationships I had with participants, such as the difficulty in switching and separating
roles between community member, fellow Indian, clinician and researcher. Finally, I
utilized a peer review with Michele Forinash, chair of my dissertation committee, to
identify, acknowledge, and address any potential areas of research bias. Despite these
precautions, there may be potential biases in this study. The reader should understand that
it is not possible to completely avoid bias in any research. However, I consider the
benefits of insider and backyard research to far outweigh the risks in this instance.
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Chapter 2
Literature Review
In reviewing the existing literature and research relevant to this study, I
considered three main areas: ethnic identity, music-evoked imagery, and music as culture.
Beginning with definitions of culture and ethnicity, the first section provides an overview
of ethnic identity, the central subject matter of this study. I consider its historical origins
and outline both modern and postmodern definitions, perspectives, and models of ethnic
identity, with a particular focus on recent research relevant to globalization, transnational
identity, and Indian identity. I conclude this section with literature pertaining to music as
identity, arts-based research on ethnic identity, and the role of the cultural and ethnic
unconscious.
The next section outlines the boundaries and definitions of music-evoked
imagery, the clinical assessment technique used in this study. I distinguish it from
popular uses of guided imagery, identify the basic principles and specifics of both
shamanic and neo-shamanic techniques involving music and imagery, and examine and
critique cross-cultural research on existing methods in detail. Finally, in the last section, I
provide an overview of music as culture, the primary theoretical foundation for Culturally
Centered Music & Imagery. Since music as culture is an interdisciplinary field and covers
a vast array of topics, I outline only major areas pertaining to this study, organizing them
by themes. This begins with an overview of the origins of music as culture, the role of the
non-musical context of music and a discussion on universality in music. I consider the
major research and literature surrounding the cultural context of metaphoric and symbolic
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meaning in music, as well as structural analysis of music as researched in cultural
musicology. Finally, I end with the role of culture in music perception.
Ethnic Identity
“All of us have had the feeling sometimes that there is a connection between the
music we prefer to listen to and the people we are-perhaps not too literally, but
metaphorically” (Ruud, 1998, p. 31). For decades, multicultural psychologists have
considered the understanding of ethnic identity a critical first step in understanding,
assessing and treating clients from varying cultural backgrounds. This includes modernist
perspectives which tend to view ethnicity and culture as fixed and concrete, using stage
models created in the last few decades to assist psychological assessment for
multicultural populations (Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1993; Carter & Helms, 1987; Oler,
1989; Parham & Helms, 1981; Phinney, 1990, 2001). With the influence of globalization,
postmodern perspectives, on the other hand, view ethnic identity as a personal and
contextual process, fluid and being created and re-created with the tides of today’s world
(Phoenix & Rattansi, 1997; Smith, 1992; Yi &Shorter-Gooden, 1999). From this
perspective, the idea of an individual’s ethnic identity as a separate entity has been
replaced with the concept of multiple identities and the relationship between them,
including ethnicity, gender, sexual orientation, and socio-economic status, among others.
This also includes arts-based expressions of ethnic identity, which have emerged within
the fields of cultural studies, psychology, sociology, and anthropology (Burnim, 1981;
Burt, 1993; Fitzpatrick, 2002; Forrest, 2001; Niewiadomska-Bugaj & Zeranska-Kominek,
1993).
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To begin with, it is important to consider and clarify existing definitions on
ethnicity and culture before coming to a working definition of ethnic identity in this
study. Culture has historically referred to patterns of meaning making, shared beliefs,
customs, behaviors by a specific group, and is often used synonymously with national
identity. “We tend to think of culture as fixed entities defined by ethnic or geographical
borders: Maasia culture, Hispanic culture, Asian culture, etc.” stated Stige (2002, p. 1).
On the other hand, ethnicity has historically been defined more essentially, referring to
common membership from a shared genetic or specific ancestral connection (Glazer &
Moynihan, 1975; Jenkins, 1997; Weber, 1978),
However, the influence of globalization and transnational experiences has called
these existing definitions into question. Ethnicity and culture are no longer seen as fixed,
concrete or defined by geographic and national boundaries, but rather self-defined, fluid,
and changing (Hoshmand, 2006; Kenny & Stige, 2002). In addition, ethnicity and culture
are commonly used interchangeably, making clear definitions of these terms difficult
(Kenny & Stige, 2002). More recent definitions view ethnicity as self-defined, based on
belief, myth and metaphor, such as belief in common descent or a sense of sameness
shared by members of that group (Karlson, 2004; Rex, 1991), a common myth of origin,
aspects of social relationship (Eriksen, 2002), and “social identity […] characterized by
metaphoric or fictive kinship” (Yelvington, 1991, p. 168).
Like the fluidity and overlap between definitions of culture and ethnicity,
definitions of ethnic identity, therefore, are similarly “elastic,” rather than fixed,
attempting to “approximate dynamic human behavior” (Maira, 1998, p. 14). Definitions
vary, in particular, according to field and theoretical stance. Sociological and
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anthropological literature tend to focus on the social construction of ethnic identity,
defining it as a form of collective identification, characterized by “a sense of belonging or
membership,” (p. 14) and influenced by cultural and language retention. Psychological
literature has traditionally focused on ethnic identity development and formation within
the individual, such as responses to cross-cultural encounters, “identity searching,
identity crisis, self-concept and self-esteem” (Rummens, 2001, p. 7). In a comprehensive
review of Canadian literature on identity, Rummens (2001) found more specific
references to ethnic identity to include “ethnic experience,” “ethnic salience” and
“symbolic ethnicity,” (p. 9) as well as the arts as an expression of ethnicity.
Given the wide range of definitions, therefore, I let participants define their own
sense of ethnic identity in this study. Although I paid particular attention to ethnic
salience, I considered ethnic identity within social, psychological, anthropological,
artistic, and interdisciplinary frameworks. This included the internal or unconscious
aspects of ethnic identity as well as viewing participants’ ethnic identities within the
context of their other social identities such as gender, socio-economic status, or sexual
orientation, and situated within sociopolitical influences such as racism, oppression, and
discrimination.
Modern Theories of Ethnic Identity
Origins of ethnic identity. The theoretical origins of ethnic identity date as far
back as 1935, beginning with Everett Stonequist’s paper, The Problem of the Marginal
Man. He positioned people of color, primarily “Negros,” “mixed-bloods,” (p.11) or
Asians, in relation to those of European descent, describing two possible outcomes based
on the melting pot analogy. The first solution, which he considered the healthiest, was
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assimilation by the inferior group into the dominant group. The second solution,
withdrawal from society or rejection by the dominant society, produced what Stonequist
described as a “disturbed individual” with a “divided personality” (p.11), who had an
“unsettled, problematic character,” (p.6).
Stage models. The emphasis on defining ethnic identity in relation to encounters
or conflicts with the dominant group as well as viewing ethnic identity through a
pathological lens carried over to classic models of ethnic identity developed in the 1980’s
(Yi & Shorter-Gooden, 1999). This occurred alongside psychological studies of ethnic
identity, which showed a positive correlation between positive group ethnic identification
and general self-esteem (Fischer & Paul, 1980; Klein & Tzuriel, 1977; Rosenberg, 1979),
as well as studies showing positive psychological profiles in adolescents with a secure
and committed ethnic identification (Cantu, Kurtz, & Phinney, 1997; Kohatsu & Phinney,
1997). This modernist approach views the construction of ethnic identity within the
context of ego psychology, seeing ethnicity as bounded and concrete and maintains that
healthy functioning stems from a core, autonomous, coherent, integrated, self contained,
self-reliant and independent self (Erikson, 1963; Sampson, 1988; Spence, 1985).
Within this context, developmental stage models of ethnic identity were created,
highlighting various paths to identity achievement. The first stage usually begins with
individuals unaware of or in denial of their ethnic heritage due to internalized oppression.
The second stage is often characterized by feelings of confusion or dissonance between
one’s ethnicity and that of the dominant culture. A sense of conflict or resistance towards
racism and the dominant culture marks a third or middle stage, while integration,
acceptance or empowerment defines the final stage (Parham & Helms, 1981; Phinney,
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1990, 2001; Sue & Sue, 1990). In these models, now a fundamental part of multicultural
psychology and theory in the United States, sociopolitical influences such as racism,
acculturation, oppression, and ethnic pride were finally accounted for in clinical practice
(Atkinson, Morten, & Sue, 1993; Carter & Helms, 1987; Oler, 1989; Parham & Helms,
1981; Phinney, 1990, 2001). The models outlined a transformation from a negative ethnic
self-image to ethnic self-acceptance and helped to account for differences in attitudes,
beliefs, and behaviors within ethnic groups where cultural norms were being applied
blindly (Sue & Sue, 1990). Helms (1990) and Sue and Sue (1990) also asserted that the
stage models, used as a diagnostic or assessment tool, are still useful in highlighting the
varying needs of ethnic populations and contributing to appropriate therapeutic
approaches and interventions.
The stage models utilize Eriksonian ideas of individual identity development,
however, and have a strong individualistic and psychodynamic influence that does not
reflect the worldviews of many cultures. Erikson (1994), for instance, spoke of personal
identity as a sense of sameness and continuity within an individual, yet there are often
multiple sources of identity that influence people, such as ethnicity, gender, class, sexual
orientation, caste, or socio-economic status. Stage models also fail to account for the role
of homophobia and sexism in ethnic identity, as well as how artistic or spiritual practices
may reflection unconventional expressions of ethnic identity, discussed later in this
chapter.
Sue and Sue (1990) also discussed the implied value judgment inherent in stage
models. For example, stages of denial or confusion imply weakness or pathology,
whereas only the later stages of empowerment and acceptance are considered healthy.
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Such a perspective fails to take into consideration that someone may already possess the
internal resources they need to improve their life, or may feel quite empowered, satisfied,
and content exactly where they are. Sue and Sue (1990) support this point and believed
that a fixed view of the traditional ethnic identity models perpetuates a myth of minority
inferiority rather than highlighting resiliency and strengths. Their critiques also bring up
important points about the dangers in viewing the stages as fixed rather than dynamic and
questions about whether identity is a linear process.
Acculturation. Traditional models of acculturation (Berry, 1980, 1997, 1998;
Berry, Kim, Minde, & Mok, 1987; Berry, Kim, Power, Young, & Bujaki, 1989; Berry
and Sam, 1997) also follow a fixed trajectory and ascribe a universal process to
immigrants. These models organize migrant experiences into four categories, including
assimilation or complete adaptation to the host culture’s values, separation or a focus on
solely maintaining one’s original culture, integration or taking on positive characteristics
of both cultures, and marginalization, when individuals “lose cultural and psychological
contact with both their traditional culture and the larger society” (Berry, 1998, p.119).
Useful for general assessment of immigrants, these categories have the potential
to minimize political and individual differences, however. For example, Berry and Sam
stated that the “psychological processes that operate during acculturation are essentially
the same for all the groups; that is, we adopt a universalist perspective on acculturation”
(1997, p. 296). Bhatia and Ram (2001), however, pointed out loopholes with traditional
approaches to acculturation. For instance, how does one know what the end point is to the
integration strategy? How is acculturation different with an immigrant from Western
Europe versus an immigrant from a previously colonized country? How do traditional
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models take into account the experiences of those who live in Diasporas and borderlands?
Looking towards postmodern approaches to acculturation and ethnic identity, these
questions are addressed with alternative theories and frameworks in the next section.
Postmodern theories on ethnic identity
With the exponential increase in globalizing forces upon youth and adults, the
concept of ethnic identity has become increasingly more complex. Based on this
changing contemporary landscape, postmodern theorists propose new conceptions of
ethnic identity, not as fixed, stable, or unified, but as flexible and dynamic. The focus is
not on a single, completed identity but on multiple, incomplete and partial identities
(Hermans, 1996; Hermans & Kempen, 1993; Hermans, Kempen & Van Loon, 1992;
Hermans, Rijks & Kempen, 1993; Smith, 1992). Such a perspective allows for
inconsistencies and contradictions that traditional models overlook in the interest of
universality, such as how individuals negotiate and adopt various identities depending on
context and place (Rattansi & Phoenix, 1997). New, globalized conceptions of ethnic
identity include the dialogical self, which views the self as multiple voices in dialogue
with each other (Hermans, Kempen & Van Loon, 1992), hybrid and reconstructed
identities (Bhabha, 2004; Gilroy, 1993; Hall, 1996; Radhakrishnan, 2001), and
translocational positionality, which emphasizes location and position as defining factors
(Anthias, 2001).
Globalization. The phenomenon of globalization, defined by Kinnvall as an
“increased movement of goods, services, technology, borders, ideas, and people,” (p.
743) emerged in the nineties and refers to increased connection between countries and
economies, free exchange and immediate access to information, and ease of international
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travel. It also is characterized by forced migration and the disintegration of old structures
and economic systems, with local communities being replaced by larger, impersonal or
corporate structures and widening gaps between socio-economic groups.
Some scholars, such as Ahmadi (2005) and Hall (1996) focused on the benefits of
globalization for one’s ethnic identity, such as the opportunity to live abundantly in
another hemisphere, a narrowed perception of time and distance between loved ones
across the planet, opportunities to experience the new and unattainable, and the chance to
recreate one’s identity anew. According to Ahmadi, globalization may allow individuals
an opportunity to rewrite their own history and gain a sense of freedom from past labels
and identities.
At the same time the rupture from the old life, from the old society and the old
identity might grant the migrant a possibility to distance her/himself and to try to
free her/himself from the burden of her/his previous fixed belongings, such as
belonging to a certain nation, or to a certain culture, […] to define her/his identity
and her/his life history as s/he wishes. […] This means that, despite all the
problems that the migrants face in the receiving countries, despite the prevailing
racism and discrimination in these countries and despite a degradation of their
social status, migration for many individuals means freedom. (Ahmadi, 2005, p.
104)
However, globalization also has the potential to create social tension, primarily
benefitting and enhancing the lives of those with economic resources (Ahmadi, 2005;
Calhoun, 1994; Hoogvelt, 2001; Hurrell & Woods, 1999; Kinnvall, 2004; Kolodner,
1995). For individuals and communities with multiple-identities and multiracial
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heritages, often living in Diasporas and borderlands, globalization forces them to
negotiate new territories, transitions and identities (Anthias, 2001; Bhatia & Ram, 2001;
Nsamenang, 2002; Phoenix & Rattansi, 1997). On a psychological level, this can lead to
a sense of powerlessness, insecurity, ambivalence, contradictions, existential anxiety, fear
of loss and a strong feeling of homelessness (Ahmadi, 2005; Giddens, 1991; Kinnvall,
2004, Nsamenang, 2002). Kinnvall outlined the impact of these psychological stressors
on one’s identity below.
A globalized world is for many a world devoid of certainty, of knowing what
tomorrow holds. It is a world where many people feel intensified levels of
insecurity as the life they once led is being contested and changed at the same
time. Globalization challenges simple definitions of who we are and where we
come from. […] Fear of losing work, status, or other privileges is constantly felt
and has engendered the growth of new local identities in response to the effects of
the global market. (Kinnvall, 2004, p. 742)
In response to these forces, some theorists are classifying ethnic identity as a
nomadic, transnational identity rather than associated with a singular location or ethnicity
(Ahmadi, 2005; Bhatia & Ram, 2001; Glick-Schiller, 1995). “These immigrants travel
back and forth between dual societies, inhabit multiple homes, roles, identities, and
languages,” wrote Bhatia and Ram (2001, p. 225). The transnational not only crosses
physical boundaries between nations, which are being constantly renegotiated and
redefined, but psychic boundaries as well, “between different lifestyles, ways of thinking,
cultural praxis and working patterns” (Ahmadi, 2005, p. 100). For the transnational,
identity becomes a process of reconstructing traditional myths and histories, which can
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provide a sense of security amidst the unknown. “The construction and reconstruction of
historical symbols, myths, and chosen traumas supply alternative beliefs to everyday
insecurity” (Kinnvall, 2004, p. 763).
Hybrid Identities. The notion of hybrid identities is another response to these
global changes, referring to the salad bowl or kaleidoscope paradigm, a merging or
synthesis of two existing identities (Fuchs, 1990). Hybrid identities provide an important
contribution to the discourse on ethnic identity, transcending old definitions of ethnicity
as static or fixed and overcoming pathological narratives of transnational and secondgeneration immigrants (Anthias, 2001; Bhabha, 2004; Gilroy, 1993; Hall, 1996;
Radhakrishnan, 2001).
In particular, hybrid forms of identity can allow for a creative re-definition of
oneself. Bhabha (2004) and Radhakrishnan (2001), for example, defined hybridity as the
space in-between. For Bhabha, it is an intervening space that is “beyond the local and
global, […] the center and the periphery, ‘citizen’ and ‘stranger’” (Bhabha, 2004, p. xxi).
“It is beyond polarities, neither one nor the other, but something in-between” (p. 2). For
Radhakrishnan, hybridity refers to the hyphen within a hyphenated identity, referring to
the self as in between the two identities that must relate to both histories, locations, and
values.
However, the concept of hybrid identities has encountered significant criticism in
recent years for ignoring unequal power and privilege dynamics, considering ethnicity as
the defining feature of identity, neglecting the importance of other salient factors such as
class, economic resources, and gender, and assuming that a harmonious integration is
possible (Anthias, 2001; Modood & Werbner, 1997; Radhakhrisnan, 2001; Young,
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1996). This has led to some theorists abandoning the idea of hybrid identities altogether,
while others have re-conceived the hybrid self. Stuart Hall, for example, has taken the
hybrid identity in a new direction, and wrote about the reconstruction of identity in
relation to the past and re-experienced and contextualized in the present.
There can, therefore, be no simple ‘return’ or ‘recovery’ of the ancestral past
which is not re-experienced through the categories of the present. […] It is not a
simple ‘cut and mix’ identity, taking the parts of each identity that one wishes and
shedding the rest. It is reconstructed in relation to one’s roots, to the past,
contextualized politically, historically, linguistically, psychically. (Hall, 1996, p.
449)
Similar to Ahmadi (2005), Hall went further and described hybrid identity as the
process of coming into creative contact with our past through story and narrative.
We tell ourselves the stories of the parts of our roots in order to come into contact,
creatively, with it. So this new kind of ethnicity—the emergent ethnicities—has a
relationship to the past, but it is a relationship that is partly through memory,
partly through narrative, one that has to be recovered. It is an act of cultural
recovery. (Hall, 1989, p. 25)
Dialogical Voice. The concept of the dialogical self as a complex form of hybrid
identity is gaining increased attention in the field of psychology and related disciplines
(Bhatia, 2002; Hermans, 1996; Hermans & Kempen, 1993; Josephs, 2002). Emerging
from Mikhail Bahtkin’s (1986) literature on the multi-voiced self, the notion of the
dialogical self conceives of multiple voices instead of only two, understanding that these
voices regularly interact and negotiate with each other. Based on a number of “I”

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN
IDENTITY

32

positions that dialogue with real as well as imaginary voices, the “I” moves from one
position to another depending upon context, time and space. “Identity emerges through a
dialogical process that involves a constant moving back and forth between incompatible
cultural positions” (Bhatia & Ram, 2001, p. 231). Such a perspective also challenges
notions of internal homogeneity, symmetry, and equality, allowing for power dynamics,
tension, and contradictions to exist between various voices and identities.
Dialogical understanding does not mean that all the voices involved in
communication with oneself or others are always in harmonious accord with each
other. Rather, the dynamic movement between voices involves negotiation,
disagreement, power, play, negation, conflict, domination, privileging, and
hierarchy. (Bhatia & Ram, 2001, p. 229)
A review of ethnic identity would be incomplete without addressing the notion of
the self. While it is beyond the scope of this paper to cover this topic in complete depth, a
brief discussion is warranted. Sometimes referred to as the ego, personality, soul, spirit,
or essence, theories on the nature of the self range from one that is core and continuous to
one that is multiple, collective, temporary and fluid. Modernist perspectives often assume
that a core, continuous self is necessary for healthy psychological development
(Erickson, 1994; Marcia, 1994; Breakwell, 1986). The self is often viewed as a separate,
individual phenomenon, or connected to a natural, universal phenomenon.
Postmodernists, however, argue that this point obscures the complexity of how
identity is formed and the ways in which identity can be fragmented, fluid and still thrive.
Bhatia and Ram (2001), for example, argued that culture is not an additional variable
layered on top of a “universal, natural, and pregiven” self (p.227), but rather interwoven
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with the self, an intersection of the social, personal, cultural, historical, and political.
Below, Ahmadi also defined identity in the postmodern, globalized world as temporary
rather than continuous, dispelling notions of a fixed, core self.
The meaning and the objectives that individuals create in their identities will live
for a short period of time and not for the whole of life. Instead of creating longlived identities with reference to cultures, religions or ideologies, individuals try
to find meaning in short episodes of their life moving from one coincidence to
another. […] To have an identity implies creating one’s own, personal narratives;
short stories instead of novels. (Ahmadi, 2005, p. 103)
While a few scholars acknowledge the validity of both postmodern and modern
perspectives, theories on ethnic identity tend to be fairly polarized. Modern theorists hold
to the notion of self-esteem and ethnic pride as a reflection of ethnic identity
achievement, implying that a sense of core ethnic self is necessary for psychological
health and without it, full achievement is not possible. Many postmodernists view
modern theories on ethnic identity as too pathological and universal, focusing upon
deficiencies and glossing over inconsistencies and variances in attempts to provide
universal categories of experience (Phoenix & Rattansi, 2005; Sue & Sue, 1990).
Postmodern theorists also critique hybrid notions of the self and integration strategies as
naive, ignoring the dynamics of power and privilege (Anthias, 2001; Hermans, Kempen
& Van Loon, 1992). Instead they purport that in-between, fragmented identities are more
accurate depictions of ethnic identity.
The debate essentially centers on whether there is a core self or whether the self is
phenomenological, and whether ethnic identity is a developmental or continual and fluid
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process (Phoenix & Rattansi, 2005). Some theorists have found points of agreement and
convergence, however, such as seeing ethnic identity as containing a consistent and a
core identity, but also continually unfolding, influenced by historical contexts (Phinney,
2005, p.190). Others maintain that each position’s basic principles cannot be reconciled
and are simply points of disagreement (Phoenix & Rattansi, 2005).
Indian Identity
For Indian immigrants or non-resident Indians, ethnic identity is influenced by the
political conditions surrounding immigration, the existence of Indian support systems and
the general social climate in the host country. Although the first wave of Indian
immigrants to the U.S. actually took place in the early twentieth century, most studies on
Indian identity have occurred within the context of post-1965 immigration law (Fisher,
1980; Helweg & Helweg, 1990). In contrast to previous immigration policy, which
discriminated against Asians, new immigration law in the United States gave preferential
treatment to highly educated, skilled, and English-speaking Asian professionals. As a
result, Indians arrived in the U.S. by the tens of thousands in the late sixties and early
seventies, quickly establishing middle class status (Agarwal, 1991).
In the eighties, another large wave arrived, primarily as relatives of previous
immigrants, bringing with them a broader range of occupational and socio-economic
diversity. Despite their skills and status, the post-1965 immigrants faced new and
unforeseen challenges, particularly around family, raising children in the U.S., finding
Indian social networks, and dealing with questions around assimilation and acculturation.
This has led to an expansion of studies on ethnic and Indian identity in the second
generation, defined as those who were born in the United States or arrived at an early age,
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as well as the 1.5 generation, referring to those who immigrated to the U.S. during their
formative years (Bhatia & Ram, 2004; DasGupta, 1997; Maira, 1998; Shah, 2004).
Common themes that have emerged from recent research on Indian identity include
themes of purity, authenticity, gender roles, class and caste, and values around sexuality
and sexual orientation.
The second-generation experience for Indians born or raised in the U.S. has often
been seen as negative, pitting an authentic or pure sense of being Indian against one that
is polluted or impure by foreign or American influences (DasGupta, 1997; Campbell,
Gupta, Jiminez & Kar 1996; Maira, 1998; Saran, 1985). This has roots in India’s caste
system, which historically privileges a notion of purity in upper castes and oppresses
lower castes, viewing them as impure or contaminated (Chandra 1997; Maira, 1998).
Ethnic authenticity also has links to native language fluency and religious belief and
practice.
This dichotomy of pure versus impure and authentic versus inauthentic is also
exemplified in popular Indian media. This includes novels such as Born Confused (2002),
depicting the struggles and confusion of a second generation Indian in the U.S., as well as
Bollywood stereotypes of the Americanized Indian as lost or disconnected from their
heritage (Shah, 2004). Most commonly, Indian media has also popularized the term
ABCD, depicting what has come to be known as an American-born child of a Desi1 or,
more sarcastically, American Born Confused Desi, taken from the popular 1991 film
(Patel, 1991).

1

Desi is derived from both Sanksrit and Hindi, meaning homeland. It refers to someone
or something from the Indian subcontinent
(http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=desi).
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Feminist theories on Indian identity. In the last couple of decades, a significant
body of feminist literature on the South Asian Diaspora has emerged, linking standards of
ethnic authenticity to gendered and heterosexual conditioning in Indian culture. Such an
approach places gender in a central role in the development, expression and experience of
Indian identity (Das Gupta, 1997; Gopinath, 1995, 2003, 2005). Specifically, research
shows that Indian identity for many women revolves around issues of sexuality, gender
roles, and a dichotomy of sexual purity and immodesty (Maira, 1998). For example, Das
Gupta and Dasgupta (1998) wrote about how Indian women are often viewed as hypersexualized or hyper-intellectual by the West.
Indeed, in White America's categorization of racial others as sexually deviant, the
Asian-Indian immigrant community is caught in a dual metaphor of both asexual
and hypersexual. […] In this context, the "exotic" Indian-American woman is
associated with the Kama Sutra, primal sexual energy, and other images of
hypersexuality. Simultaneously, the alien, "ugly" Indian American-woman is
associated with chastity, sexual repression, and hyperintellectualism. (p. 122)
In a qualitative dissertation study, Sunaina Maira (1998) found that the Indian
women she researched were indeed impacted by pressure to conform to Indian standards
of purity and authenticity. Interviewing twenty-four Indian-American college students in
New York City, Maira used grounded theory, critical ethnography, and a feminist
framework to interpret the results. In addition to the ethnic polarization identified by Das
Gupta and Dasgupta (1998) above, Maira (1998) found that for the young Indian women
in her study, their identity revolved around themes of beauty and chastity, with
overprotective parents restricting their sexual activity, dating and socializing in
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comparison to their male counterparts. “Most male informants were aware that the rules
they were expected to follow about dating and socializing were more permissive for them
than for their sisters or female friends,” she writes (1998, p. 210).
Researchers and theorists also find that Indian women are expected to preserve
standards of Indian authenticity by becoming the culture bearers of Indian culture (Bhatia
& Ram, 2004; Bhattacharjee, 1992; Dasgupta, 1998; Gopinath, 2003, 2005; Hegde, 1998;
Maira, 1998; Mani, 1994), as well as being given the task of “perpetuating anachronistic
customs and traditions" (Dasgupta, 1998, p. 5).
Scholars studying issues related to South Asian diasporic identity noted that
women often become symbols of the community's attempts to present itself as a
spiritual, traditional, and homogeneous group with ancient cultural roots. (Bhatia
and Ram, 2001, p. 229)
Queer theories on Indian identity. While feminist scholarship on the South
Asian Diaspora highlights the unique struggles and experiences impacting identity for
Indian women, this body of literature has neglected to include discourse on the
relationship between queer identity and Indian identity. However, recent scholarship
emphasizing same-sex references in ancient Indian mythology, literature, scriptures and
history is emerging, challenging existing hetero-normative views around Indian sexuality
(Kidwai & Vanita, 2001, Thadini 1996). The arts have also arisen as a forum for queer
expression and dialogue in India, underscoring the complex interface between Indian and
queer identity. This includes films such as Fire (Bedi & Metha, 1996), I Am (Gulati,
2010), and The Pink Mirror (Gupta & Rangayan, 2006), as well as anthologies of queer
Asian American narratives (Ratti, 1993; Sukthankar, 1999).
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Despite the recent lifting of Section 377 criminalizing homosexuality in India,
queer Indians still face enormous social and political stigmas, violence, and oppression in
their home country. Seen as a threat to national integrity, associated with impurity and
perversion, and cast outside the boundaries of home, nation and family (Gopinath, 2003),
these obstacles directly impact the ethnic identity not only of queer Indian residents, but
of queer Indian immigrants and those living in the Diaspora.
In her book, Impossible Desires: Queer Diasporas and South Asian Public
Cultures (2005), Gopinath highlighted the themes of loss and nostalgia that queer South
Asians face, focusing on the schism between their queer identity and their South Asian
ethnic identity (Gopinath, 2005; Rao, 2001). In particular, she discussed the challenges
that queer women face around conceptualizing the notion of home, which is traditionally
associated with authenticity and purity in a patriarchal and heterosexual framework. “The
framework of a queer diaspora radically resituates questions of home, dwelling, and the
domestic space that have long concerned feminist, queer, postcolonial scholarship”
(Gopinath, 2005, p. 14). She further describes these home spaces as “ruptured” and
“colliding,” occupying an “impossible space” that is beyond reach and cannot even be
imagined by queer South Asian women (2005, p. 15). Citing the novel Funny Boy
(Selvadurai, 1994) and the film Fire (Bedi & Mehta, 1996), she also challenges the EuroAmerican assumption that a positive sense of self for queer South Asians necessarily
involves coming out from a private to public, visible space.
Class and caste influences on Indian identity. Another important factor related
to Indian identity involves how regional, class and caste identities intersect with ethnic
identity for Indian immigrants and their families. The participants in Maira’s (1998)
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study, for example, who are from lower middle, middle, and upper-middle class
backgrounds, described varying economic struggles and obstacles that influenced their
experiences. In her investigation between class and ethnic identity, Maira considered both
economic resources and occupational skills and found that ethnic identity labels were
dependent upon the context and the particular regional subculture that participants
associated with. This included both pan-ethnic identification that occurs within secondgeneration Indians, such as South Asian or Asian American, as well as local identities
that were based on state, region or community in India, such as Tamil, Bengali or Iyer
Brahmin. For instance, when asked how she would describe herself, one participant who
described her family’s origins from the state of Maharasthra said, “To most Indian
people, I say Marathi. I say I’m Indian, I usually say I’m Indian to everybody” (1998, p.
137).
Other postmodern research on Indian identity. Within the current context of
globalization and postcolonial studies, other postmodern and postcolonial research on
Indian identity stems primarily from the field of sociology, cultural studies, and
interdisciplinary studies, utilizing qualitative and ethnographic methods (Bhatia and Ram,
2001; DasGupta & DasGupta, 1998; Finn, 2008; Maira, 1998). In their interviews with
two second-generation women in the South Asian Diaspora, for example, Bhatia and
Ram (2001) described three prominent approaches to the dialogical self that address the
larger cultural, political and historical forces involved in ethnic identity. This includes
“polyphonization,” or contradictory voices existing and interacting simultaneously,
“expropriation,” when one voice dominates and subjugates all others, and
“ventriloquation,” when one borrows the voice of another (2001, p. 229).
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In another large, qualitative study of Indian immigrants in New York in 1990,
Dasgupta (1997) was drawn to return to the narratives of four young women, years after
her original data collection. From a range of regional, caste, and occupational
backgrounds, she found that these particular women did not fit into the traditional
ethnicity paradigm. Instead, she used feminist analysis to place the stories of these
women, from both the second generation and the 1.5 generation, within the context of
Gloria Anzaldua’s (1987) borderlands. She used the idea of a borderland consciousness
to illustrate the contradictory and in-between nature of the women’s experiences, both
physical and cultural, pointing out the shifting and asymmetrical power relations involved
in their identities.
Identities that emerge from these crossings are not hyphenated in the sense that
the two components of one’s identity—that which is ethnic and that which is
American—compose a self-consistent whole, erasing the external and internal
cultural conflicts.” (DasGupta, 1997, p. 589)
In summary, Indian research and literature on ethnic identity provides a specific
contextual background for future study on Indian populations. Themes of purity,
authenticity, home, family, and the role of gender, sexuality, and sexual orientation
highlight particular political, cultural, ethnic, social struggles and perspectives involved
in negotiating and defining Indian identity. While religion is often defined as a factor
connected to tradition and authentic Indian identity (Kurien, 2005; Maira, 1998), it is
interesting to note that the role of spirituality and consciousness in Indian identity is
surprisingly absent in the literature.
Music as identity
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Interdisciplinary interest in the concept of music as a metaphor for identity, as
self-identity or self-in-process is growing (Deyhle, 1998; DeNora, 2000; Duany, 1996;
Frith, 1996; Niewiadomska-Bugaj & Zeranska-Kominek, 1993; Ruud, 1998; Saldanha,
1997). This body of theory and research provides the field of music therapy with an
important foundation for understanding the role of ethnic identity in the clinical process.
In a mixed methods study on the Lithuanian minority in Poland with two different
regional populations, Niewiadomska-Bugaj and Zeranska-Kominek (1993) measured
listeners’ perceptions to ancestral and “foreign” music, describing how choices of
musical identification reflect personal and cultural identities. They used music from the
Suvalki region as well as music from surrounding regions of Poland, which are each
characterized by their own style of folk music. In this design, the participants were asked
to listen to sixteen selections of folk music and identify whether the music was familiar
or local and articulate their personal preferences and opinions of the music. Most people
described the music that was “foreign” with negative connotations, calling it strange,
weak, or poorly performed. However, they identified music that was familiar with
positive associations such as strong and sweet. The authors speak about how, aside from
language, music represents the main form of ethnic identity for this group. Their ethno
musical identity is an extension of their sense of local and national identity, formed in the
process of social interaction.
Music is a domain of culture in which the feeling of identity, of ‘familiarity with
one’s own,’ reveals itself in a special way. It arouses strong emotional
associations that reinforce group identity. In particular, an exceptional sensitivity
to one’s own musical style is observed in rural societies, in which identification of

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN
IDENTITY

42

‘home’ music is a spontaneous, immediate and intuitive act. (NiewiadomskaBugaj and Zeranska-Kominek, 1993, p.3)
Essentially, music that was familiar, ancestral, and local elicited positive responses from
listeners, while music that was unfamiliar, from neighboring or remote locations, evoked
negative responses. In this example, the homogenous social and regional setting as well
as the participants’ strong national consciousness contributed to a sense of congruency
between the listeners’ musical preferences and their ethnicities.
However, Simon Frith (1996) pointed out that such congruency does not
necessarily suggest that the meaning of the music is due to its intrinsic or absolute
qualities. Rather, he explains that people make meaning referentially, from their own
experiences of the music. “Authenticity in this context is a quality not of the music, but of
the story it’s heard to tell, the narrative of musical interaction in which the listeners place
themselves” (p. 124). Absolute and referential meaning in music is discussed in more
detail in the next section on music as culture.
This emphasis on referential meaning in music is evident in the following
ethnographic study with global youth in Bangalore, India, where interviewees’ responses
were almost the opposite as the previous study. Here the Indian youth showed an affinity
for Western pop music and a disdain of traditional forms of Indian music.
If global youth identify with/through Western pop music, they disidentify with
Indian musical forms. Indian classical music, regional folk musics, devotional
singing, school brass bands and Hindi film music are found to be archaic,
annoying or insipid. […] These kids are not anti-India, only selected parts of
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India. They would not want to emigrate to fully satisfy their hunger for
Westerness. (Saldanha, 1997, p. 9)
Saldanha (1997) articulated the parallels and paradoxes of ethnic identification through
music, speaking to the multiple layers of their ethno cultural identities. “Theirs is an
identity existing in the dialectic between impact of the West and Indian tradition, a
dialectic not subsuming into a synthesis but into something intrinsically different:
something perpetually in-between” (p. 9). Saldanha highlighted Bhabha (2004) and
Radhakrishnan’s (2001) in-between sense of hybrid identity, using the stories of these
youth to highlight the complexities and contradictions involved in their experiences.
From a postmodern perspective, the relationship between the interviewees’ ethnicity and
musical identity has meaning in its multiple identities and influences of wealth, urban
life, and globalization. Viewed within this context, the apparent contradictions come as
no surprise.
Without this understanding, one can see how aligning music and nationality from
only an absolute perspective can lead to misinterpretation of results. In her
phenomenological study of the Bonny Method, for instance, Hanks (1992) used both
European classical and Chinese folk music with the Caucasian and Chinese participants
in her study, assuming either congruence between ethnicity, nationality, and ethnic
music, or considering this information as irrelevant. However, the relationship between
the ethnic and social identity of the Chinese participants to the Chinese folk music that
she selected is important in understanding how the musical selections impacted
participants’ imagery responses. For instance, participants living in the city might relate
their Chinese identity to contemporary Chinese or global music rather than folk music,
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while others may have negative connotations with Chinese folk music based on
conditioning or personal experience. In light of the studies of Niewiadomska-Bugaj and
Zeranska-Kominek (1993), and Saldanha (1997), regional, global, local, and socioeconomic identifications do appear to have a significant effect on ethnic identity and
musical perception.
Arts Based Research on Ethnic Identity
While there are no unifying theories of arts based approaches to identity, the arts
have contributed to the symbolic, metaphorical, and imaginary realm of discourse on
ethnic identity. In fact, the ability of music, art, dance, and poetry to capture and express
elusive, changing, and multi-dimensional realities makes the arts particularly suited to
postmodern research. Arts-based studies on ethnic identity are interdisciplinary, with
studies growing rapidly (Burnim, 1981; Burt, 1993; Forrest, 2001; Fitzpatrick, 2002;
Niewiadomska-Bugaj and Zeranska-Kominek, 1993; Saldanha, 1997; Stokes, 1994).
While many of these researchers include the arts in qualitative or ethnographic studies,
however, it is important to note that these studies primarily utilized discourse, interviews,
and narratives to analyze and describe the arts experiences of the participants, (Saldhana,
1997; Stokes, 1994) rather than an indigenous paradigm that uses elements of the arts
themselves as objects of inquiry and tools of investigation (Aigen, 1991; Kenny, 1989;
McNiff, 1998). Kenny (1989) explained this as follows. “We may look closely at music
therapy experience and process and speak truly about it from our direct clinical
experience, not through the language of other modalities,” (Kenny, 1989, p.14). The
following review considers literature primarily related to music evoked imagery, from the
field of creative arts therapies.
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Creative arts therapies. In an art therapy case study, Helen Burt (1993)
described how addressing ethnic identity through relationship and the arts contributed to
the healing process of “Joelle,” a fourteen-year-old girl of Blackfoot and Caucasian
ancestry in residential treatment. She shows how the arts helped Joelle transform from an
aggressive, suicidal individual into a socially and culturally connected member of her
community. Because Joelle experienced abuse and neglect at the hands of her biological
family as well her adoptive Caucasian family, Joelle internalized a hatred of her ethnicity,
associating it with alcoholism and antisocial behavior. “I don’t want to hang out with no
F__ing Indians!” (p. 146) was her reply when the treatment team suggested that she
reconnect with her cultural roots. Burt, however, understood the importance of Joelle’s
ethnic identity in her healing process.
Even though Joelle initially resisted our efforts to help her gain a sense of her
cultural identity, as treatment progressed I became convinced, through the
positive experiences of similarly culturally displaced youth in reconnecting with
their original culture, that this would be a major element in her healing process.
(p.147)
Art making helped Joelle to express the conflicting feelings and unspeakable pain
that she felt, while a feminist, relational theoretical approach helped Joelle to find her
place in the world.
It was not until she was involved in an adult female residential treatment program
that stressed healing through the creation of close relationships characterized by
interdependency that Joelle was able to begin to find the sense of belonging she so
desperately sought. (Burt, 1993, p.149)
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Joelle began writing poetry, submitting and publishing her work in an anthology for
Indian women and “found that the Indian community welcomed her, accepted her and
encouraged her healing process,” (p. 149) wrote Burt. The process also helped Joelle to
reconnect and develop relationships with her biological family.
Similarly, Marie Mauro (1998) also used art therapy to address ethnic identity
with a Panamanian, adolescent girl in psychiatric treatment. Through working with her
for six weeks on various collages and self-portraits, Mauro successfully used a modernist
frame of ethnic identity and acculturation to interpret “Meghan’s” process. Initially
expressing a stage of dissonance between her ancestral culture and the white, mainstream
dominant culture, Mauro witnessed how the art process moved “Meghan” to a place of
resistance and immersion, gaining more pride in her own Spanish heritage.
According to the Minority Identity Development Model, Megan appeared to
move from stage 2, 'Dissonance', to stage 3, 'Resistance and Immersion' […]
Towards the end of treatment she incorporated cultural aspects of pride into her
identity and chose to abandon shame issues. […] Her artwork displayed several
cultural images — such as Hispanic persons in the collage, her olive complexion
and blue-black hair in the self-portrait and her Indian princess role model. In
addition, her self-portrait displayed similarities between her and her ancestor, the
Indian princess, drawn on the coat of arms. This alone demonstrated an
identification with her heritage and ancestry. (Mauro, 1998, p. 150)
In a different context, Fiona Fitzpatrick (2002) used art therapy to address
acculturation with Bosnian refugee women who relocated to Perth, Australia. The
interviews and art therapy groups helped the women negotiate a new cultural identity and
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integrate the events of their past and their experiences in a new culture. One woman that
Fitzpatrick called “Nina” drew and created a picture collage representing over thirty
people except for her. Fitzpatrick discusses how a Western interpretation might point to
her lack of individuation, but that for Nina, a difference in values and identity systems
showed her cultural identity as collective rather than individual.
At one point, her drawing also contained a bridge between the present and the
future images. Through discussion in therapy about a famous and well loved bridge in
Bosnia, Nina and her husband were able to use symbolism in the artwork to help them
create a new “bridge” to their future in Australia. Overall, the culturally sensitive
approach of the art therapy allowed the women to retain their family and community
values and sense of collective, rather than individual, identities. The nonverbal aspects of
art making further allowed the women to express their feelings indirectly in a safe way,
helping them to heal from the war trauma that they left behind.
Nina Matthews (1998), an Indian art therapist, embarked on a heuristic study of
her own cultural and ethnic identity, also investigating the use of art therapy in the
acculturation process. However, her research involved using artwork and journals that
she created during upon moving to the United States. Born in India to parents of Indian
and Syrian Christian backgrounds, Matthews spent her childhood in Kuwait in an Arabic
context, constantly having to negotiate language, culture, and religion. Attending a Hindu
boarding school as a Christian teenager in India, however, she once again found herself a
minority, this time within her own ethnicity. Upon moving to the United States to attend
college, she found herself feeling rootless, internally split, and triangulated between three
cultures, struggling to making meaning out of her own relationship to her Indian
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ethnicity. Eventually, art making and personal healing work done in therapy and with her
family allowed her to feel a sense of blossoming and resolution, integrating various parts
of herself into a new, hybridized self.
In taking inventory of having lived in the United States for the past thirteen years
I realize that I have arrived at a sort of hybrid identity that is different from who I
was when I first arrived. I know now that cultural identity is not a fixed, foregone
conclusion but a constantly-evolving state of being. (Matthews, 1998, p. 362)
Analyzing her data through the lens of acculturation theory, Matthews created her
own set of acculturative stages.
I concluded this journey by creating a final image to represent the four stages of
my acculturation process: (1) flight or migration, represented by the red spiral in
the black background; (2) creativity, represented by the multicolor swirl; (3)
transformation, represented by the cloth heart; and (4) resolution, represented by a
yin-yang composite made by images of myself at different ages: an infant, a
toddler and an adult. (Matthews, 1998, p. 361)
Although it uses information from traditional theories on ethnic identity, Matthews’
research is significant in that it is one of the few studies to rely primarily on the language
of art and metaphor to name and express the process of acculturation and ethnic identity
development.
While the clinical literature addressing ethnic identity in music therapy is sparse,
in one case study, Lucy Forrest (2001) used Russian folk music to help a Russian
immigrant and her family come to terms with their cultural and ethnic identities. In her
work with “Gretel,” a woman with terminal cancer who had escaped to Australia during
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World War II, Forrest discovered that Gretel had buried her Russian past and the memory
of a traumatic escape. Forrest used Russian folk songs and Australian classical music to
assist Gretel’s process of dying, access the family’s past memories, facilitate their
grieving process, and help “re-story” their personal and collective cultural narratives. The
music of the family’s Russian homeland also helped to heal family relationships and
encouraged the daughter and granddaughter to explore their ethnic identity.
The music from her past, so long denied, triggered memories of long-forgotten or
denied times, places and situations, allowing the expression of feelings of pain,
loss and grief and the sharing of memories. Through the exploration of these
memories and the resolution of issues or conflicts associated with them, Gretel
was able to begin re-establishing and affirming her personal identity in the context
of her family, society, ethnic community and wider cultural heritage. (Forrest,
2001, p. 10-11)
The Cultural and Ethnic Unconscious
While the conscious and socio-cultural aspects of ethnic identity have been
thoroughly addressed by modern, postmodern, and Indian theories, the role of the
transpersonal or unconscious self is sparse in current literature on ethnic identity and
warrants further research. Often referred to as a spiritual consciousness (Bonny and
Savary, 1973), higher self, or collective unconscious, Ruud (1998) defined the
transpersonal as an experience that adds an existential dimension to our identity, one that
is “indefinite and indescribable, something beyond the limits of language, […] belonging
to a greater reality, […] something greater than our everyday world.” (p. 45).
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Traditional Western understandings of the unconscious have either focused
exclusively on the individual or the collective unconscious, devoid of discussions of
ethnicity or socio-cultural influences. “In general, however, psychoanalytic formulations
have focused in the main on the study of the individual's internal structure […] without
much concern with the possible influence of ethnic components in the psychic structure”
(Javier and Rendon, 1995, p. 514). Several scholars including Devereux (1980), however,
argued that culture and ethnicity are indisputable parts of the unconscious. “Nonetheless,
the expansion in exploration of the unconscious should involve, directly or indirectly,
growth in the knowledge of its potential and actualized contents, including more room for
cultural components” (Herron, 1995, p. 522). While Hall (1989) and Bhabha (2004) make
no direction mention of cultural and ethnicity in relation to the unconscious, their
references to crossing dimensions of space and time, past and present point to
transcendent or transpersonal aspects of ethnic identity.
Concepts of the cultural unconscious and ethnic unconscious add a transpersonal
element, addressing both the conscious and unconscious aspects of ethnic identity
(Adams, 1996; Hanks, 1992; Henderson, 1990; Herron, 1995; Javier & Rendon, 1995;
Kimbles & Singer, 2004). This began with Baynes’ (1939/1971) writings on the cultural
psyche as a part of ancestral tradition, as well as Plaut’s (1973) work on a cultural level
of psychic awareness. However, Joseph Henderson (1985, 1990) is credited with
establishing the first clear definitions and thoughts on the subject. Stemming from his
work in the late sixties and collaborations with Carl Jung, Henderson published his
defining works, Cultural Attitudes in Psychological Perspective (1985) and The Cultural
Unconscious (1990).

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN
IDENTITY

51

From a Jungian standpoint, Henderson defined the cultural unconscious as “an
area of historical memory that lies between the collective unconscious and the manifest
pattern of the culture” (p. 103). He considered the cultural unconscious to be a layer of
the collective unconscious that is not purely personal and archetypal, containing historical
information and assisting in the development of myth and ritual. The impetus for the
cultural unconscious came from Henderson and other psychoanalytic theorists who found
Jung’s definitions and interpretations of the collective unconscious too limiting,
excluding possibilities for a cultural matrix, as well as lacking a contextualized
perspective (Kimbles & Singer, 2004).
The ethnic unconscious is more specific, defined by scholars as an ethnic
component of the unconscious, both fueled by ethnic stories and myths as well as
providing raw material for folklore and legends (Herron, 1995; Javier and Rendon, 1995).
Conceived in relation to Jungian psychology and the collective unconscious, the ethnic
unconscious is also considered as a living phenomenon, contextualized and rewritten
based on groups and individuals’ lived experiences of fact, fiction, and history. “The
ethnic unconscious is also the raw material of myths and legends, and is replenished by
fact and fiction. Nations and individuals rewrite their histories as the ethnic unconscious
is both at work and being worked upon” (Herron, 1995, p. 528).
These psychoanalytic scholars, however, tend to view the ethnic unconscious
from a pathological point of view, emphasizing the role of ethnic defenses, transference,
countertransference, projection, and repression (Herron, 1995; Javier & Rendon, 1995;
Kimbles & Singer, 2004; Thompson, 1995; Moskovitz, 1995). In fact, Herron defined the
ethnic unconscious as “repressed material that each generation shares with the next and is
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shared by most people of that ethnic group” (Herron, 1995, p. 525). Despite a
pathological perspective, a few psychoanalytic scholars do recognize a connection
between ethnic identity and ethnic or cultural unconscious. For example, while Kimbles
& Singer (2004) did not distinguish between ethnicity and culture, they did acknowledge
the role that the cultural unconscious plays in the development of cultural identity.
Specifically, they referred to “cultural complexes” (p. 176) as unhealthy or negative
expressions of identity that may arise in response to oppression, racism, and other sociopolitical factors, versus healthy cultural identities. Herron also conceptualized ethnic
identity within the defense of repression, but asserted that acknowledging and utilizing
the ethnic unconscious to understand one’s ethnic identity is essential for human growth
and self-actualization.
Individuals within ethnic groups will vary in their degree of identification with
ethnicity, from disavowal to nominal or complete acceptance. […] Thus there is a
range of both core and secondary material that is repressed and therefore available
for discovery, development, and actualization. […] Ethnic identity is strained,
pushed, and pulled, and along with it, so is the ethnic unconscious. […] This
material is understood, interpreted, and worked though in a familiar framework
that now includes heightened recognition that ethnization is part of the means for
the actualization of human potentialities” (Herron, 1995, p. 529-30).
Within the field of music therapy, Carolyn Kenny offered a native,
interdisciplinary perspective to this discussion with her book, The Field of Play
(1982/2006, p.98). The field of play refers to a fluid and infinite environment influenced
by culture, context, and relationships, and involves both the cultural and spiritual realm.
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Through the process of musical ritual, the field of play allows one to connect to the
mythic artery, the realm of myth, mystery and magic. In this sense, one may find Kenny’s
“mythic artery” similar to the notion of the collective unconscious.
Allow your soul to join the massive mythic artery which carries us to the essence
of life and the human spirit, connecting us to all of life, before and after, around
and in us, from the first moment of creation through all the transformations
beyond time and space. (Kenny, 1982/2006, p. 11)
Summary. In summary, multicultural psychology paved the way for discourses of
power and privilege in psychology through the concept of ethnic identity. However,
given the surge of globalization, postmodern theories offer a perspective that highlights,
validates, and supports the complexity and multiplicity of ethnic identity experiences.
Theories and research in an Indian context provide a specific socio-cultural and political
perspective as well as highlighting the impact of gender, class and sexual orientation on
Indian identity. Research on the connection between music, the arts, and identity suggest
that music can serve as a means to reveal new insights into the nature of ethnic identity
and explore its rapidly changing internal and external landscape. Concepts of the cultural
and ethnic unconscious also provide additional avenues to interpret ethnic identity
through the lens of cultural and ethnic archetypes (Herron, 1995; Henderson, 1985, 1990;
Javier & Rendon, 1995). Given the wide scope of literature on ethnic identity, however,
there is very little current research exploring the fluid, multidimensional, and metaphoric
realm of ethnic identity and the ethnic unconscious. The field of music-evoked imagery
will be reviewed in the following section, considering the cultural and ethnic contexts of
current techniques and research, as well as its potential to access the ethnic unconscious.
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Music Evoked Imagery
At first the beauty of the melodies and of the interwoven words in elven-tongues,
even though he [Frodo] understood them little, held him in a spell, as soon as he
began to attend to them. Almost it seemed that the words took shape, and visions
of far lands and bright things that he had never yet imagined opened out before
him; and the firelit hall became like a golden mist above seas of foam that sighed
upon the margins of the world. Then the enchantment became more and more
dreamlike, until he felt that an endless river of swelling gold and silver was
flowing over him, too multitudinous for its pattern to be comprehended; it became
part of the throbbing air about him, and it drenched and drowned him. Swiftly he
sank under its shining weight into a deep realm of sleep. There he wandered long
in a dream of music…. (Tolkien, 1966, p. 227)
The power of music to evoke imagery has captured the fantasy of travelers of the
inner world for centuries, since the onset of shamanism and indigenous rituals
(Achterberg, 1985; Goldberg, 1995; Hamel, 1978; Rouget, 1985; Samuels & Samuels,
1975). The use of music in combination with imagery in a contemporary context,
however, is quite broad, with the emergence of alternative and holistic practices giving
way to a plethora of therapeutic philosophies and healing techniques surrounding this
phenomenon. This includes forms of simple stress reduction exercises, symptom-relief
techniques, and guided visualizations, available by compact disc and used frequently in
New Age settings (Bonny, 2002; Grocke & Wigram, 2007; McKinney, 1990). In these
contexts the music often plays a background role, entraining the physiological responses
of the body to relax (Rider, 1985), involving a pre-determined course or image, such as
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walking down a path to a beautiful beach, or utilizing a specific script read by a
facilitator.
By contrast, “music evoked imagery” (Goldberg, 1995, p 112) is defined in this
study as music stimulated imagery experiences with the intention of navigating internal
realms of consciousness. The imagery is metaphorical and symbolic, considered a
language of the unconscious. It manifests not only in visual form, but also in auditory,
kinesthetic, olfactory, gustatory, emotional imagery, or a combination of these (Bonde,
2000; Bonny, 2002).
Unlike the stress reduction paradigm, in music evoked imagery, the music
functions as the main catalyst for imagery, stimulating the listener’s autonomic nervous
system and unconscious mind into an REM state or non-ordinary state of consciousness
(Nerenz, 1969; Teirich, 1958). Music evoked imagery is also open-ended and exploratory
rather than structured, stimulating the imagination, evoking dream-like states, and
accessing the internal world for psychological treatment, spiritual growth, and healing.
The format and role of the therapist is also interactive, ranging from active dialogue with
the client, drawing or creative activities, or providing a silent presence with the client
during the listening experience (Grocke and Wigram, 2007; Summer, personal
communication, June 6, 2006). Contemporary techniques using music-evoked imagery
include the Bonny Method of Guided Imagery and Music (BMGIM) (Bonny, 1975,
1978a, 1978b/2002), Holotropic Breathwork (Grof, 1985), and Stimulation of Sensations
and Images through Sound (SISS) (Hugo & Schapira, 2005).
States of Consciousness. However, music evoked imagery does not always elicit
internal images. Depending upon the healing paradigm, belief system, cultural
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framework, and ritual involved, dreamlike states of consciousness are interpreted in many
ways. Within a shamanic tradition, music-stimulated experiences are more often referred
to as soul journey, soul flight, or shamanic journeying (Winkelman, 2000). In contrast to
music evoked imagery, shamanic journeying usually involves trance or possession states
(Rouget, 1985) stimulating trembling, convulsions, gestures, or spirit possession and
spirit-directed behavior or speech. For the purposes of this study, the term non-ordinary
states of consciousness will be used to describe a state of reality beyond ordinary waking
consciousness, including shamanic states as well as states evoked by relaxation, sleep,
hypnosis, deep creativity, dreaming, guided imagery or meditation.
Traditional Shamanism. While many aspects of music-evoked imagery are
unique, the experience of deliberately inducing non-ordinary states of consciousness with
the use of music is not new. Indigenous shamans throughout the world have used music
to explore non-ordinary states for centuries. However, shamanism appears and functions
quite differently than contemporary forms of music-evoked imagery. Townsend describes
shamans as recognized healers, diviners, or mediums within their communities who use
live music in combination with dance, herbs, hallucinogens and other culturally-specific
rituals to navigate realms of consciousness, journey to spirit worlds, and communicate to
ancestors, animal, and other spirits for healing (Townsend, 2004). This often involves
divination, diagnosis, prophecy, drumming, initiation experiences, and the involvement
of the whole community. Within this worldview, the relationship between humans,
deities, and spirits is considered the basis for all disease and healing.
The shaman’s trance is thus conceived as a journey undertaken in the company of
the spirits he embodies. The shaman’s soul leaves his body and voyages through
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the invisible regions in order to meet the dead or the spirits…. (Rouget, 1985,
p.18-19)
The function, power, and meaning of specific songs, sounds, or instruments used
in traditional shamanic rituals appear dependent upon “local culture, musical tradition,
frames of interpretation” (Avorgbedor, 2004, p. 179) as well as belief systems, dreams or
visions of the shaman. In his analysis of music from various indigenous cultures, Rouget
(1985) emphasized the referential, or contextual and cultural significance of the music as
most important in inducing trance, “not the absolute or intrinsic properties of the music”
(p.135). He discusses how different music is used for shamanism, where the shaman
gains control over the spirit, as opposed to spirit possession, where the spirit gains control
over the person. Avorgbedor (2004) also found that in many traditions, songs, sounds,
melodic and rhythmic patterns are connected with spirits, which are identified by their
favorite pieces. Specific musical or sound instruments also often depend upon “natural
resources available, particular traditions and belief systems, individual creativity, and the
demands of specific rituals” (p. 183). In Yuman shamanism from Northern Baja
California, curing songs are learned from spirits themselves, the power and meaning of
the songs based upon the relationship between shaman and spirit.
Spirits taught the songs that were learned in dreams, which were sung in curing
rituals. Curing songs were unique to each shaman and could not be learned from
other shamans. Many songs were not intelligible to others, even of the same tribe.
It was thought that these songs had no power unless they were sung by the
individual who had dreamed them, with the special relationship with the spirits in
the dreams making the songs effective. (Finelli and Winkelman, 2004, p. 355)
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Neo-Shamanic Techniques. Contemporary techniques of music evoked imagery
were born out of this indigenous paradigm and belong to what is referred to as a NeoShamanic paradigm, which views knowledge and direction as coming from within rather
than from spirits or ancestors. Townsend called this “one’s higher self, inner voice, or
inner wisdom” (2004, p. 50). Neo-shamanism is eclectic and diverse among practitioners,
and tends to involve a blending of techniques such as Neo-paganism or New Age
philosophy, adapting traditional shamanic elements to daily modern life and integrating
principles of psychotherapy (Townsend, 2004, p. 53). Techniques such as the Bonny
Method, Holotropic Breathwork, and others essentially operate from a Neo-Shamanic
paradigm.
The Bonny Method of Guided Imagery and Music. There are many different
acronyms and phrases used to represent both the original form of this method as well as
various adaptations. Therefore, in this study, the following terminology outlined by
Kenneth Bruscia & Denise Grocke (2002) will be used. “The Bonny Method” and
“BMGIM” (p.xxi) will be used to refer to the original technique as developed by Helen
Bonny, while “Guided Imagery and Music” or “GIM” (p. xxi) will be used as an
umbrella term to refer to the Bonny Method as well as variations and modifications
created by those trained in the method.
Like the indigenous shamans use of hallucinogens in their healing rituals, the
Bonny Method originally began with the use of LSD at the Maryland Psychiatric
Research Center in the seventies (Bonny & Summer, 2002). Over time, it evolved into a
music-centered psychotherapeutic technique and has become one of the most well-known
and widely used music therapy techniques of its kind. Designed to access the
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unconscious, it involves a specific ritual format utilizing music from classical European
origins where clients listen deeply and narrate their experiences aloud. During this
process, the therapist actively guides the client to navigate their inner world. The music
plays a primary role in stimulating imagery and effectively and safely guiding clients
through various levels of the psyche. In the space where music, image, client and
therapist meet, clients build internal resources, re-educate limiting patterns, or reconstruct aspects of the personality (Summer, 2002).
Because of the depth and power of this method, it has gained many followers for
its transformational abilities. Expressed in the language of the unconscious, experiences
are often mythical or archetypal and may come in the form of symbols or dream like
images. The music is chosen from either previously categorized programs created by
Helen Bonny (1978a), or by experts in the method who painstakingly analyze the musical
elements, mood and metaphors in a given piece of music and determine its ability to
stimulate imagery and safely guide clients (Bonde, 1997; Bruscia, 1999; Dutcher, 1992;
Kayaska, 1991).
Based upon the notion of Jungian archetypes and the collective unconscious, there
are many who categorize the Bonny method as universal (McIvor, 1998), viewing
European classical music as having “transcended both time and cultures” (Goldberg,
1995, p.118). More recently, however, an expansion of the method has led to a
questioning of its socio-cultural foundation, experimentation with various adaptations
from the original form, and an overall interest in adapting it for use with non-European
cultures, advocating a need for cultural sensitivity and competence within the method
(Hanks, 1992; McIvor, 1998; Short, 2005; Toomey, 1996).

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN
IDENTITY

60

Allison Short (2005), for instance, began a much-needed cultural critique of the
method. She addressed important points that are neglected in current BMGIM practice
and advocates the need for cultural awareness, sensitivity and cultural competence.
Through examining tapes and transcripts of past clients from sixteen years of her own
private practice, she examined language and expression, relationship and context, cultural
connotations and icons, cultural values and spirituality, and the role of music and culture
in the Bonny method (Short, 2005, p.81). Her critique is important in that it promotes the
need for GIM therapists to engage in cultural self-reflexivity in examining the boundaries
of their own cultural assumptions and interpretations. She also stressed the importance of
culturally contextualizing the interpretation of imagery, clarifying personal and cultural
meanings of imagery, considering archetypal meanings, and finally placing the meanings
back into the client’s current life context. Short’s critique addresses critical points to
consider in music therapy and BMGIM, particularly in the prelude and postlude
discussions.
In looking at music and culture, she began by addressing national associations and
cultural connotations of the music used in GIM practice. While these are important
aspects to consider, her discussion is framed within a Western context, leaving many
unanswered questions regarding the socio-cultural foundation of the music and method.
For example, is it appropriate to use Western classical music in a Western developed
music therapy method with someone who has lived their entire life in another country or
culture and strongly identifies with that culture? What does it mean to use this method
with someone who has lived formative years in several different cultures?
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In order to develop more socio-culturally appropriate forms of GIM, another
approach has been to import ethnic music into its original form. In this vein, Karlyn
Hanks (1992) conducted a phenomenological study of the Bonny Method with Chinese
and Caucasian participants, utilizing both European classical and Chinese folk music.
The study took place in both Taiwan and the United States, using individual sessions. The
intention was to examine the essence of the clients’ experience in a cross-cultural context.
Hanks reports that all of her subjects responded successfully to both cultures of
music and experienced imagery at three levels: the personal, cultural, and archetypal. She
reports that with some pieces of music, many or all participants had similar imagery such
as mountains and trees, and themes of light and dark. She also observed that all the
subjects’ imagery indicated an experience of confusion around the transition from
European to Chinese music, which seems to indicate that the cultural elements of the
music did impact the participants’ experiences. With other pieces, the responses of the
participants were more varied, some grieving for ancient China and one regressing to
nursery age. She described intra-cultural patterns that emerged from her subjects’
experiences, not specifically identifiable but suggesting “certain culturally patterned ways
of responding to experience,” (Hanks, 1992, p.5). With these results, Hanks concluded
that carefully selected music from different cultures can be “used effectively, with and
without a translator, even when cultural prohibitions and inhibitions might seem to
mitigate against its success…” (p. 6).
In considering her conclusion, however, it does not appear that Hanks
contextualized the method, music, or psychological framework in her report. Therefore,
there are several aspects that require clarification. For instance, what was the relationship
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between the ethnic and social identity of the Chinese participants to the Chinese folk
music that was selected? What was the larger context of the music’s background, origins,
and function? How was the structure of the Chinese music analyzed and selected? How
was mood and meaning determined in these selections? This missing information
suggests that a cross-cultural or universal conclusion about Hanks’ research may be
premature.
In another study, Millicent McIvor (1998) experimented with using the Bonny
Method with the Maori people of New Zealand. She concluded that since the Maori are
spiritually connected to music and traditionally use music for healing and well being,
BMGIM is an appropriate therapeutic technique for this group. “Thus the Maori have a
culturally embedded understanding of the healing properties of music and its connection
to the spiritual world. […] This understanding is eminently compatible with The Bonny
Method of Guided Imagery and Music (GIM)” (McIvor, 1998, p.2). She wrote about the
cultural history of the Maori in depth and beautifully researches and interprets their
imagery according to cultural meaning and myths.
However, the method is modeled after Western psychological standards, meeting
in dyads and interpreting the inner psyche based on European psychodynamic theory.
The music that McIvor uses is also classical, including Brahms, Beethoven, Bach,
Strauss, Wagner, Shostakovich and Sibelius, composers from Germany, Finland, and
Russia. McIvor did not seem to inquire into the social and political history between these
two cultures, assess the current relationship between symbols of European culture (music
and method) and the Maori people, and consider this information in selecting clinically
and psychologically appropriate music. This would involve consideration of Europe’s
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history of oppression and forced assimilation of these indigenous people and the impact
that such a technique might have upon the psyche of the participants.
In addition, she did not culturally contextualize non-musical concerns such as
arena, roles, and relationships (Stige, 2002). For instance, how did the participants feel
towards European cultures and classical music? How did they feel about the historic
oppression of their people, British occupation of their land, and violation of property
rights leading to the decline of their culture? How did they feel about current racism and
oppression? From this perspective, what was it like to experience European classical
music in a Western developed modality? How much did they identify with Maori culture
or European culture? If they did express a preference for European classical music, was it
a genuine affinity or due to their own internalized oppression, where they value the
artifacts and values of their oppressor more than their own?
New and critical musicologists such as Nicolas Cook (2001), Philip Bohlman
(1993) and Lawrence Kramer (2003) have referred to a contextualized approach as
cultural musicology. Kramer, for example, suggested that scholars locate and
communicate their own socially constructed position towards the music they interpret, as
well as include the position of their listeners. He relinquished the idea that music study
can be objective, and calls on musicologists to embrace subjective inquiry.
Cultural musicology solves a number of important problems about cultural
meaning. It answers the charge of the interpreter’s subjectivity by taking that very
subjectivity as the object of inquiry, understanding it as a socially constructed
position made available by the music and occupied to a greater or lesser degree by
the listener. (Kramer, 2003, p.126)
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Like traditional musicologists, GIM therapists have researched the historical
context of traditional classical music they use, learning about the composer, the time
period the piece was written, as well as the life history of the composer (Booth, 19981999; Bruscia, 1999; Kasayka, 1991; Skaggs, 1994). However, such examination has not
traditionally involved socio-cultural or anthropological concerns. When working within a
Caucasian American tradition, basic assumptions about the nature of music and its role in
society are common knowledge to Caucasian music therapists and often taken for
granted. Helen Bonny acknowledges these assumptions as “culturally derived meanings”
for the music choices she established in BMGIM (1978/2002, p.301). However, once
music selection or clientele is expanded to non-Western cultures, these fundamental
assumptions require deconstruction.
GIM music analysis. Within the GIM process, the music itself is considered
primary, holding within its boundaries a window to the unconscious and the cosmos, to
peak experiences and higher states of being (Bonny, 1975). In such a music-centered
therapy, the properties of musical elements, the mood, and essence of the musical
composition are thought to hold the potential for transformative experience. With this
understanding, the music is specifically analyzed and chosen to reflect these particular
qualities. While the process of musical analysis in GIM varies depending on the
practitioner, it often involves musical semantics, which refer to the study of meaning and
symbols in music and anything that the music might suggest beyond itself. This includes
examining the music for its imagery potential, potential for altered state, mood,
kinesthetic and sensory capacities, potential for healing, associations, physical
entrainment, transpersonal and healing potentials, metaphoric psychological processes
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mirrored in the music, or other areas of interpretation (Bonde, 1997; Bruscia, 1999;
Dutcher, 1992; Kayaska, 1991).
In the GIM process, the analysis of semantics is critical in determining the
therapeutic potential of the music and its ability to sustain or deepen altered states of
consciousness, hold or sustain imagery, process emotions, address specific problems
(Bruscia, 1999) and generally support or evoke certain psychological processes in the
client. GIM therapists determine meaning and symbolism of these semantics through
various approaches and methodologies, such as researching how clients or participants
respond to particular music choices (Bonde, 1997; Bonny, 1978b; Booth, 1998; Bruscia,
1999; Grocke, 1999; Kasayka, 1991; Marr, 2001), individual and/or group analysis,
listening in varying states of consciousness, focused listening on specific aspects, and
analysis from the therapist’s perspective (Bonny, 1993; Bruscia, 1999; Grocke, 1999).
However, the above analyses raise many questions in a socio-cultural context. To
begin with, who determines the mood of a specific piece of music and its ability to
process certain emotions, and how is this established? Is it the composer, the listener, the
interpreter, or a combination of these, and what are their socio-cultural backgrounds?
Who determines the image potentials, relaxation-consciousness level, and healing
potentials of the music, and within which context is this verified? Is it the therapist,
client, or researcher? Is it determined from a Western paradigm or from another
framework? How do the socio-cultural backgrounds of the analyzers, interpreters, and
listeners affect their interpretation, understanding, and biases? In essence, who
determines meaning in music, and how is it determined?
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The process of musical analysis in GIM also involves what Kasayka (1991)
referred to as listening for musical syntax, or theory based analysis of specific musical
elements. This process of analysis is similar to theory based musicological analysis, such
as examining key, mode, harmony, form, texture, timbre, dynamics, rhythm, meter,
tempo, melody, and other elements (Dutcher, 1992, p.1). As founder Helen Bonny
articulated, however, these approaches towards analysis are “culturally derived,”
(1978/2002, p.301) based on a Western theoretical approach to syntax and interpretation.
Although musical variables may not have universal connotations, there seem to be
culturally derived “meanings” which can determine therapeutic usefulness. It was
upon these “meanings” that we based our choices. For the Western, American or
European white, middle to upper class listener, we found certain elements in
sample music consistently stimulated generalized meanings. (Bonny, 1978b, p.
301)
In other words, such an approach is based on parameters and musical concepts that are
indigenous to Western culture, but not necessarily to other cultures.
Bonny’s comments suggest that the method is not necessarily universal, and that
it was specifically designed with the Western, American, European, white, middle to
upper class participant in mind. This brings up a number of important points regarding
how the cultural context of musical analysis, perception, and meaning can affect the
therapeutic process. This will be discussed in more detail in the section on music as
culture. Overall, the Bonny Method’s socio-cultural context, musically and
therapeutically, continues to create barriers to its cultural adaptations.
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Holotropic Breathwork. Holotropic Breathwork, created by Stanislov Grof
(1985), is a technique using inner journeying, bodywork, and deep breathing, or
hyperventilation, with the support of evocative music. Like the Bonny Method, it was
developed from research at the Maryland Psychiatric Research Center. However, instead
of meeting with individuals, Holotropic Breathwork is usually facilitated in groups for
several hours, stimulating a non-ordinary state of consciousness through hyperventilation
and music. Trained facilitators choose the music by first matching it to the deep and rapid
breathing of clients, selecting it by intuition to direct the energy of the group in a positive
direction. The music is also chosen to enhance the “already powerful effect of
hyperventilation” (Grof, 1985, p.389). The bodywork is added to assist participants in
processing emotional or psychological hindrances. Grof defined his overall approach as
“holotropic” or moving towards wholeness, with the understanding that the everyday
consciousness and body we inhabit is only a small part of a larger, cosmic reality of
which we are a part (p.xvi).
Using music from various genres around the world, Holotropic Breathwork is
perhaps one of the most culturally diverse music-evoked imagery techniques. However,
the musical selections appear to be based upon absolute or intrinsic qualities, using
Bonny’s approach to music analysis. As discussed earlier, Bonny’s approach, which Grof
called “acoustic input for consciousness expansion” (Grof, 1985, p. 385), does not
consider referential aspects of the music or the social, cultural, and ethnic identities of
participants.
Grof’s conception of consciousness is racially inclusive in that he acknowledges
the existence of not only an archetypal or collective unconscious, but a racial unconscious
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(1985). Holotropic Breathwork also allows for a wider expression of transpersonal or
mystical experience in each individual, venturing into the realm of shamanic trance
states, as Grof explained below.
They should let it resonate in the entire body and allow themselves to react in any
way that seems appropriate—cry or laugh, make sounds, move the pelvis, grow
tense, go through contortions, or be seized by violent tremors and shakes. (Grof,
1985, p. 386).
Based upon Grof’s experience with shamans and healers throughout North America,
South America, Mexico, and Africa (1985, p.xvii), the model’s similarity to
traditional shamanic trance, however, runs the risk of transplanting culturally-specific
rituals out of their original context and into a modern psychotherapeutic or NeoShamanic framework. This may prove problematic for indigenous cultures as well as
those unfamiliar with these types of activities and therapeutic processes.
SISS. Stimulation of Images and Sensations through Sound (SISS), a musicevoked imagery technique developed by music therapists Diego Schapira and Mayra
Hugo in Argentina (2005), is unique in that it is one of few created outside of a European,
North American context. It is taught and used throughout Uruguay, Chile, Peru,
Colombia, México, and Brazil. In contrast to both the Bonny Method and Holotropic
Breathwork, SISS is flexible in method and in musical selection, used in both an
individual and group context.
SISS is one of the four axes of Schapira and Hugo’s Plurimodal Approach, a
conceptual framework influenced by psychodynamic and other psychological
perspectives (2005). The framework includes viewing human beings as “bio-psycho-
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social” (p.5), considering internal, psychological, and social contexts as well as clients’
life experiences and stories. Each individual is also seen as operating within their own
particular Non-verbal Expressive Modes (NvEM) (p. 9), which appear to refer to visual,
auditory, kinesthetic, or other sensory experiences. Schapira and Hugo clarified,
however, that while SISS is indeed influenced by the Bonny Method, it is considered a
technique rather than a method, highly specialized for each client and without specific
imagery inductions by place or scenario. Instead, the approach is based upon the cultural
framework, clinical, social and historical needs of the client or clients, adapted for
individual or group use.
SISS also differs from the Bonny Method in that the music stimuli are not
standardized or categorized by particular moods, but are chosen based upon the overall
course of therapy and the development of the session. The selections also include music
with or without lyrics, from a variety of genres, including jazz. “There is not a previous
assessment of the moods that the selected musical stimulus could induct. Because of this,
no standardized sequences are constructed” (p. 8). The music is also chosen based on the
client’s non-verbal expressive modes as well as psychodynamic and developmental
principles, in order to evoke memories or repressed material.
…the stimuli that were chosen with a determined objective, may belong, if
possible, to different moments of the patient's life, so they will promote the
generation of images and sensations. The underlying idea is that the sequence
stimulates different types of memories, and that traces in his/her biography,
paintbrushes of his/her story, elements of his/her NvEM allow him/her to
approach unconscious contents, repressed elements (p.9).
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Because of its flexibility, the basic framework of SISS suggests a wider range of
possibilities for culturally centered adaptation.
From the roots of shamanism, modern music-evoked imagery techniques have
evolved over time to explore and navigate inner states of consciousness, using the
language of imagery, metaphor, and symbol. However, except for the potential of SISS,
they have been conceived of as universal in nature and have not been particularly suited
to address the social and ethnic needs of populations beyond their culturally specific
foundations.
Music as Culture
In the beginning, there was sound, sound that emanated from the very depths of
the earth. The earth spoke of deep things, its rumbles and trembles crying out
from within its folds. “The people have come to us, o’ mountains and skies, to
learn, create and become united through sound,” it said. “But their expressions
should not be the same. For this is a vast land of crows and cries, of people and
color, of communications through nature, and communion of every kind
imaginable.” And to the people, the earth proclaimed, “your songs shall be of one,
from the place that you have all come, but the spectrum shall be broad, each hue a
beautiful expression of your unique goodness, your beings, of each one of your
starling traits. And you shall joyfully be, and the heavens shall hear your music, a
symphony of sounds, from above, and be in its spirit and heart, with you.
(Swamy, 2010)
Branches of ethnomusicology, anthropology, sociology, musicology and cultural
studies have been exploring the connection between music and culture for decades and
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suggest that music cannot be properly understood outside of its social and cultural
context (Agawu, 1997; Becker, 1989; Blacking, 1967b; DeNora, 2004; Dissanayake,
1995; Frith, 1983; Herndon & McLeod, 1982; Kerman, 1985; Kramer, 1992; Lomax,
1962, 2003 Merriam, 1964; McClary, 2002; Middleton, 1990; Nettl, 1965, 1976,
1983/2005; Shepherd, 1991; Slobin, 2003; Straw, 1991). These social science disciplines
view “music as culture,” (Herndon & McLeod, 1980, p. 204) rather than a phenomenon
that is beyond or separate from cultural influences. Led by John Blacking’s pivotal
research with the Venda people in South Africa and Alan Merriam’s groundbreaking text,
The Anthropology of Music (1964), this interdisciplinary body of research speaks to how
culture influences musical thought and feeling and how the human mind, emotion, and
psyche influence musical culture, expressing the interplay of culture, music, and social
practices.
Although the recent movement toward situating music therapy within social,
cultural, and political contexts has been gaining increased momentum (Ansdell &
Pavlicevic, 2004; Kenny & Stige, 2002; Pavlicevic, 1997; Ruud, 1998; Stige, 2002),
music-evoked imagery has not explicitly addressed the relationship between music and
its social and cultural context. This includes the Bonny Method and Holotropic
Breathwork, as well as traditional shamanic techniques, which have primarily been
developed within culturally specific contexts. The field of music as culture sheds light on
a number of factors related to music-evoked imagery, including the role of the
anthropological context of music in determining its function and suitability for the musicevoked imagery process, the importance in deconstructing the concept of universality in
music selection and examining culturally specific qualities of music, how the absolute or
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referential nature of music affects musical selection, the role of culture in analyzing
structure and metaphors in music, and how culture influences music perception.
The Origins of Music as Culture
Historically, the movement for music as culture is considered to have begun with
Alan Merriam’s The Anthropology of Music (1964), which admonished ethnomusicology
and musicology for their ethnocentric approaches to scholarship and narrow focus on
structural detail. Instead, it advocated for the study of music in culture. Merriam was
concerned about his colleagues’ analysis and interpretation of music from “other”
cultures within a Western cultural framework, while they did not necessarily know
anything about the cultural beliefs, values, and social interactions behind the musical
creations they researched. He felt that a perspective that overemphasized music theory,
intervals, pitch, form, and the specifics of musical sounds severed music from its social
and cultural origins.
To counter this perspective, Merriam’s many years of ethnographic research with
Native American and Western folk cultures led him to advocate for the primary study of
musical behavior, musical conception, and anthropological concerns surrounding music
research and study. This involved the role of musical instruments, the physical, verbal,
and social behavior of musicians, cultural and social aspects of music learning and
education and composition, cultural symbolism in music, the study of song texts, and the
role of music in rituals and other facets of society (see Table 1).
Table 1
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Nine functions of music
aesthetic enjoyment
emotional expression
entertainment
stability and continuity of culture
communication, symbolic representation
evocation of physical response
conformity to social norms
validation of social institutions and religious rituals
contribution to the integration of society
(Merriam, 1964)
Merriam, as well as others (Blacking, 1967b, 1987e; Lomax, 1962, 2003; Nettl, 1965,
1976) suggested that there are limitations in focusing too much on the musicological
aspects of sound and structure and advocated studying music in culture to make sure the
meaning of music was fully understood and not misused in other contexts.
Merriam’s critique and subsequent emphasis on socio-cultural context sparked
much debate among the ethnomusicology community about whether musical structure or
musical context is a more important research aim. This controversy was evident in the
first anthropological review of The Anthropology of Music where many agreed with
Merriam’s emphasis on anthropology, while others disputed that music was not more
important. Helen Codere (1966), for instance, argued with Merriam, disagreeing that “the
‘anthropology’ of music is a field that can exclude music itself in its technical and formal
aspects and all the relations of such features to social and cultural behaviors and
contexts…” (1966, p. 220).
Others argued that it was not necessary to decide between the two, that they were
both important and in fact, inseparable, beginning with the early ethnomusicologists.
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The problem, then, is not for ethnomusicologists to build 2 storehouses of
knowledge—1 about music sound, the other about musical ethnology—but rather
to provide an integrated body of knowledge […] Instead of dealing with these
matters separately, we must develop a methodology for dealing with them
together. (Nettl, 1966, p.225)
Since these early beginnings in ethnomusicology, the roots of Merriam’s work
have branched out to almost every music discipline, including musicology, music history,
sociology, psychology, and cultural studies. For example, recent music sociologists such
as Adorno (1976), Becker (2006), DeNora (2000) and Hennion (2001) have also
emphasized the importance of the social context of music. Tia DeNora (2000), in her
ethnographic study of music in everyday life, focused on how social spheres and music
create and influence each other, defining a move away from a decoding of artworks
toward “music as a social process, focusing on how musical structures, interpretations,
and evaluations are created, revised, and undercut with reference to the social relations
and contexts of this activity” (DeNora, 2004. p.37). Becker (2006) emphasized inquiry
into the socio-economic status of the people involved in the music’s creation, considering
political implications of the music, and noticing changes in response and perception
depending upon people’s internal and psychological development over time.
Universality in Music
In essence, the concept of music as culture, led by Merriam and Blacking,
challenges the notion of universality in music. Reminiscent of the ancient Greek
philosophy of Aristotle (1908) and Plato (1961) who believed that music expressed and
represented universal principles and truths, universal proponents describe music as
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beyond social and cultural forces, connected only to a universal or spiritual dimension.
Joseph Moreno (1995), for instance, wrote about developing a “universal” and “culturefree conceptualization” of music therapy (Moreno, 1995, p. 332). The use of European
classical music in the Bonny method is also considered by many as transcendent and
universal (Goldberg, 1995; McIvor, 1998).
Paul Nordoff and Clive Robbins (1977) wrote explicitly about how music as
universal, basing their work upon concepts of anthroposophy. Pioneers in music
improvisation in music therapy, Nordoff & Robbins developed Creative Music Therapy
through clinical improvisation case studies with developmentally disabled children in
Australia and New York. While Nordoff-Robbins believed in reaching beyond the
limitations of anthroposophy, many elements of Creative Music Therapy are still
grounded in this European philosophy and tradition, however. This includes the pursuit of
spiritual development, the transcendence of racial and cultural context, basic artistic
needs, and a belief that clients relate to the world from a place of freedom, individual
judgments and decisions (Mays & Nordwall, 2008). In essence, Paul Nordoff believed in
reaching “beyond race and culture for the universal” (Robbins and Robbins, 1998, p.
136).
A purely universal approach to music, while allowing for transcendence and
spiritual connections, however, fails to take into consideration the culturally specific
qualities of music, as well as culturally specific responses to listening to music. Many
interdisciplinary scholars, for example, believe that there is no universality to music and
that music requires knowledge of the dialect being spoken in order for it to be
understood, especially given the contrasting alphabets, social values, and belief systems

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN
IDENTITY

76

of the music’s socio-cultural origins (Byron, 1995; Herzog, 1946; Seeger, 1941). Here
scholars saw the specific language of music in each culture as vastly different. They
warned of the dangers of overemphasizing similarities and dismissing or overlooking
individual variation, contradictions and ambiguities.
We must, of course, be careful to avoid the fallacy that music is a “universal
language.” There are many music-communities in the world, though not,
probably, as many as there are speech communities. Many of them are mutually
unintelligible. (Seeger, 1941, p. 122)
Reginald Byron also used the metaphor of language to emphasize the culturally
embedded quality of music.
…While all humankind has this innate ability, musics, like the languages people
speak, have their own propositional structures, grammars, and vocabularies. How
people express an emotion or an idea through music is just as culturally embedded
as their evocation through words of the meaning of a myth, or a moral obligation,
or any of a thousand other facets of social life. (Byron, 1995, p.1)
Brynulf Stige also acknowledged a culture-specific approach to music therapy, speaking
of multiple traditions of music, or musics, which do not necessarily share common
characteristics. “When talking about music as cultural artifact, as product of history, it is
accurate to speak about musics. Multiple traditions exist, and we have no guarantee that
there is one common nucleus to them” (Stige, 2002, p. 85).
A purely culturally specific approach to music acknowledges the vast musical
vocabularies and idioms that exist across the planet and is suited for understanding music
produced by specific cultural groups. However, it does not help to explain unusual cross-
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cultural connections and understandings in music. To address these apparent
contradictions, some scholars avoid the universal and culture specific polarity altogether,
discussing a biological basis for music that is expressed through cultural specifics
(Blacking, 1974; Dissanayake, 1995; Kenny, 1982/2006; Nettl, 1992/2000), Pavlicevic,
1997; Stige, 2002). In other words, these scholars spoke of the idea that there are both
universal concepts across cultures such as singing and shared myths, as well as specific
socio-cultural aspects to music around the world that require situated approaches to
methodology and interpretation. Even though music as an art of expression is found all
over the world, many musical elements are used in completely contrasting ways around
the world.
Nettl (1992/2000), for example, suggested that universals depend upon cultural
definitions of music. He identified three different levels of universals. The first describes
the universality of practices of music. In other words, all cultures have shared and
patterned sound making that could be labeled as music. Stige described this concept
below.
It is hardly plausible that any specific kind of music is universal, […] but rather
that expression in sound and the capacity and desire to develop and organize these
expressions are universal. (Stige, 2002, p. 85)
The second level includes universals among musics, or common patterns or elements
across cultures such as intervals, pitches, or melodic patterns. Musicologist Leonard
Meyer described this pattern below.
Yet, while recognizing the diversity of musical languages, we must also admit
that these languages have important characteristics in common. […] In almost all
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cultures, for example, the octave and the fifth or fourth are treated as stable, focal
tones toward which other terms of the system tend to move (Meyer, 1956, p. 6263).
Finally, Nettl described a third level as universals in musical practices, such as singing or
instrumental groups (Nettl, 1992/2000).
Kenny (1982/2006) also wrote of both the universal and contextualized aspects of
music, its paradoxical quality to embrace opposites and the power to be two things at
once. For instance, she discusses that the spiritual, archetypal, and mythical abilities of
music address basic needs and concerns that are found across the human species, such as
“reverence, yearning, pain, grief and aesthetic pleasure” (1982/2006, p. 14). However,
she explained that music is also referential, constructed and expressed in a meaningful
social context. In other words, music has universal qualities, yet provides a unique
experience for each person (1982/2006). Kenny described the death-rebirth myth as an
example of this paradox, referring to a universal theme of death that is expressed in many
different cultural specific manifestations across the globe, such as Buddhist notions of
reincarnation, Christian concepts of death and resurrection, or nature’s process of decay
and regeneration.
Blacking also believed that music functioned both as a cultural system and as a
human capacity for expression. In other words, he believed in a biological basis for
music, always expressed in socially and culturally contextual ways.
‘…musics as cultural systems’ on one hand and on the other, ‘an innate, speciesspecific set of cognitive and sensory capacities which human beings are
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predisposed to use for communication and for making sense of their
environment’—that is, music as a human capacity. (Blacking, 1995, p. 71)
In Homo Aestheticus (1995), Ellen Dissanayake added a new dimension to this
discussion from first-hand observations of her experience in living in Sri Lanka, Nigeria,
India, Madagascar, and Papua, New Guinea. She revealed pioneering discourse on the
innate and biological influences of the natural world on music and art and revives the
nature versus culture debate. She described debates between nature and nurture as an
“inherent tension, between what is often called the “‘natural’ (the given) and the
‘cultural’ (the humanly imposed)” (1995, p.xii). Like learning to speak is universal but
children learn specific languages, Dissanayake identifies a “species-centered” approach
to art and music (1995, p. xvii). “Similarly, art can be regarded as a natural, general
proclivity that manifests itself in cultural learned specifics such as dances, songs,
performances, visual display, and poetic speech” (1995, p.xii).
From viewing music as a universal language, a culturally specific language, or as
a biological human capacity with culturally specific manifestations, the interface between
the universal and the cultural provides a critical framework for understanding the fluidity
of identity and the capacity for music evoked imagery to address the needs of nonWestern populations.
Implications for Music-evoked Imagery
Meaning in music. Within the context of music evoked imagery, what exactly
determines meaning in music? Is the meaning contained within the elements of music
itself, within the associations the listener brings to the music, or within its non-musical
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context? To address these questions, it is helpful to gain a clearer understanding of
absolute and referential positions in music.
Absolute meaning. Merriam’s Anthropology of Music (1964), discussed earlier,
was essentially a reaction against what the German Romantics established as “pure”
music, which later became defined as “absolute” music (Meyer, 1956). Like the structural
emphasis that Merriam was so against, absolutists espoused that musical meaning only
has value within the musical form itself, not in any non-musical associations. Music
therapist Mercedes Pavlicevic described it in this way.
For the absolutists, the meaning is ‘absolutely’ in the music and nowhere else: it
is not within the listener and it is not to do with anything other than the music,
which the listener recognizes, and then derives and assigns meaning to this
recognition. (Pavlicevic, 1997, p.20-21)
Within the field of music-evoked imagery, neo-shamanic techniques tend to
operate within an absolute perspective, assigning the meaning of the music to the
elements of music itself. As mentioned earlier, the Bonny Method, for example, uses
European classical music exclusively, regardless of the cultural or ethnic background of
the client, with the assumption that classical music is universal and has “transcended both
time and cultures” (Goldberg, 1995, p.118; McIvor, 1998).
However, an absolutist perspective on musical meaning begs the question, whose
music, created by whom, and listened to by whom? Shepherd (2003) outlined these
questions in his experiences with studying Western classical music in the sixties and
seventies, divorced from social and cultural forces.
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The assumption was that, although Western art music was created at particular
points in history, it was essentially beyond the influence of social and cultural
forces. It was assumed to embody within itself universal, “otherworldly” values
and truths immune to the impact of everyday life. (Shepherd, 2003, p.70)
Howard Becker (2006) addressed this issue from a sociological perspective with his
critique of the work itself, which he describes as a work of art expected to be appreciated
within itself and for itself, just by existing (p. 21). He explained how analyses of such
works generally look to the internal structure of a work and to patterns of harmony,
tension, and resolution that one finds interesting and engaging (p.22). However, he
described this concept below as being highly suspect, claiming that there is no such thing.
What constitutes the “work itself” in the case of a musical composition? Is it the
score as prepared by the composer […] Or is it the work as created in
performance by players or singers? […] Or is every performance to be taken
separately as a work in itself? (Becker, 2006, p.21).
He reminded his readers about all of the people involved in making a work of art, who
will respond in different ways based on the social organization of the world in which the
art is made. He also spoke about how variables such as timing, lighting, setting, and
personal and developmental stages of people’s lives change the way they experience
music and art.
Referential meaning. Becker (2006) expressed what might be called a referential
position in music scholarship. Merriam might also more appropriately have fallen into
this category, referring to those who place the meaning of music only in its context.
Referential meaning, as Pavlicevic described below, is on the opposite extreme as
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absolute meaning, insisting that the meaning of music has primarily to do with its context
and associations (Pavlicevic, 1997, Meyer, 1956).
Here the listener brings something else, something non-musical, to the musical
experience, and this act renders the music meaningful to the listener. This may
mean that in listening to a piece of music we experience the feelings we had when
hearing the piece in the past. […] Referential meaning, however, is not only
personal; it may also have to do with culture: in certain cultures, certain musics
and musical events have specific, non-musical meanings. (Pavlicevic, 1997, p. 21)
Postmodernists advocate that meaning in music is within both absolute and
referential perspectives and argue the validity of both views (Cook, 2001; Nattiez, 1990;
Pavlicevic, 1997; Stige, 2002).
More relevant for music therapists, perhaps, is not to polarize absolutism and
referentialism, not to think of them as mutually exclusive, and not to ignore that
which does not fit neatly into either camp. It might be more useful to consider the
various meanings in music as complementing one another, and as enriching our
understanding of why and how human beings find music meaningful and
intensely significant. (Pavlicevic, 1997, p.27)
Metaphor and symbolic meaning in music. Research by John Blacking (1995)
and other theorists (Farnsworth, 1969; Frances, 1988; Langer, 1957; Ruud, 1998) also
show the importance of culturally centered interpretation of metaphors and symbolism in
music. In other words, they have found that it is the listener who attaches symbolic or
referential meaning to the absolute or intrinsic qualities that they hear in the music. In
forms of music-evoked imagery, the understanding of musical metaphor is important for
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selecting appropriately therapeutic music, and refers to how musical processes and
elements reflect or symbolize psychological or emotional processes.
In traditional approaches like Creative Music Therapy, Nordoff and Robbins
viewed musical elements and intervals as absolute. For example, the minor third is
interpreted as a resting place (1998, p.36). Paul Nordoff also interpreted a Middle Eastern
scale as inherently symbolizing suffering, loneliness, and poverty. “And we all agreed
that the scale expressed the heat, the dryness, the poverty, the loneliness, the suffering - it
comes out of the folk soul of the people," he writes (1998, p. 197).
In the Bonny Method, Helen Bonny similarly described how a high range of pitch
often symbolizes a feeling of being “up,” associations with women, and religious
transcendence for Westerners.
The meaning of high and low is intricately associated with western culture’s value
systems. High means to “go up” or to “be up”; up in the social system, to be “on
the top of things,” to feel good, to be “at the top of the ladder”; in the Biblical
sense, “to be high and lifted up.” The vocal high pitch is made by women’s voices
and thus brings to mind associations related to women and to qualities of and
experiences with women. The use of women’s voices singing high pitches in
religious liturgical music will most generally signify the “high” religious state,
which for Westerners may mean a transcendent experience. (Bonny, 1978b/2002,
p. 303)
However, in contrast to Nordoff, Bonny clearly referred to the Caucasian
American or Western listener in this example. This is important, as in older research with
Greek, Arab, and Jewish populations, high and low pitches have been found to have the
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opposite associations. In these studies, subjects reported that low pitches expressed
celebration, and high pitches were associated with weakness (Frances, 1988, p. 279;
Sachs, 1943). Sachs (1943) also found that the Greek subjects in his study interpreted a
low note as higher than a high pitch, and Jewish and Arabic subjects called a man’s voice
“higher” than a woman’s voice. This is consistent with John Blacking’s ethnographic
research, which revealed that musical processes mirror social and cultural patterns and
ways in which society is organized (1995, p. 227). His early research discovered that the
music of the Venda culture is a metaphor for their communal interaction.
In essence, an emphasis on the socio-cultural context of the music and culturally
situating metaphor and symbolism in music are both important factors in music therapy
research, and highlight varying dimensions of the musical experience.
Structural analysis of music. Neo-shamanic forms of music evoked imagery,
such as the Bonny Method and Holotropic Breathwork, utilize a structural analysis of
music, called musical semantics. This generally refers to theory-based musicological
analysis in a Eurocentric tradition, such as examining key, mode, harmony, form, texture,
timbre, intervals, dynamics, rhythm, meter, tempo, melody, and other elements. In the
early twentieth century, ethnomusicologists such as Frances Densmore (1926/2003) used
this approach, transcribing music from non-Western cultures into Western musical
notation in order to document and preserve music from around the world. In particular,
Densmore studied, documented and disseminated Native American music at a time when
Native Americans were experiencing intense racism, discrimination, and forced
assimilation, and set an important precedent in preserving the values and rituals of many
Native American tribal cultures. Her intention was to combat stereotypes and
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misconceptions, prevent misrepresentation, and increase appreciation and understanding
of the Native American people through their music (1926/2003). However, as Western
musical notation has no representation for quarter tones, rhythmic subtleties, or
idiosyncratic expressive nuances often found in non-Western music (Herndon &
McLeod, 1980), over time the potential for tremendous misinterpretations and gaps in
musical and cultural understanding arose. John Blacking outlined this concern below.
The task has been revolutionized by the invention of the phonograph and the tape
recorder, and by the discovery and analysis of musical systems from different
parts of the world, many of which are based on principles of tonal organization
that can be grossly misinterpreted when analyzed with parameters derived from
experience of the European “art” music tradition. (Blacking, 1987e, p. 223)
Music scholars have discovered that even language such as melody, rhythm and
harmony involved in discussing music and musical structure is culturally bound
(Blacking, 1987e; Clayton, 2003). For instance, the notion of raga is an essential
component in the music of India but has no equivalent concept in the West. Raga is rather
an abstract combination of mode, scale and motif, with a particular ascending and
descending scale pattern and a characteristic phrase containing dominant and nondominant notes. Each raga is expressed through microtones and ornamental slides and
associated with particular rasas, or emotional tastes capable of evoking transcendence
(Clayton, 2003). Blacking went further in pointing out that some societies do not even
have a word for “music” or have an entirely different understanding of what music is,
such as how Gregorian chant is classified as music, while Muslim Qur’an chanting is not
(1995, p.224).
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Blacking (1995) and Clayton (2003) also talked about their initially unsuccessful
attempts to analyze music from India and South Africa, respectively, through a universal,
general, non-historical, and culturally neutral set of concepts such as melody, harmony,
rhythm, and other parameters. However, they found severe limitations in doing so,
realizing that musical elements they once considered neutral and general had their own
history, contained symbolic links to other areas of culture, and were connected with a
long tradition of Western musical thought. In fact, Blacking found that the traditional
analytical process of musicology failed to contribute to his understanding of the Venda
people and their music.
First attempts at formal musical analysis were unsuccessful insofar as they failed
to reveal the coherence of children’s songs either as a genre or in relation to other
Venda music, and they lacked the precision and parsimony that one would expect
of a convincing analysis. (1995, p. 227)
Blacking also discovered that even intervals, styles of music, and specific musical
devices that appear universal actually embody cultural meaning (1987e). For instance, the
ganga music of Bosnia and Herzegovina is composed of intervals of major and minor
seconds, and according to Petrovic (1977), is generally experienced as concordant and
transcendental by singers from these regions. However, someone acculturated in a
Western musical system is likely to interpret such intervals as discordant. While Blacking
acknowledged music as an innate human capability, his decades of research with the
Venda people in South Africa led him to conclude that deep structures and hidden factors
of music making had to be understood before different musical systems could be
compared. In this vein, he was opposed to comparing music across social structures or
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time periods unless they came from the same socio-cultural setting or the same composer
(Bryon, 1995).
According to Blacking (1987e), Nettl (1973), Clayton (2003) and others, using
culturally specific concepts and language to describe and interpret the syntax or structure
of a piece of music is critical to its understanding. From this perspective, any attempts to
consider, analyze, interpret, and utilize music from a non-Western culture in music
evoked imagery cannot be done so from a Western cultural frame. As ethnomusicologist
Bruno Nettl advocated, one must “study each music in terms of the theoretical system
that its own culture provides for it” (1973, p.151).
Perception of mood in music. In some forms of music-evoked imagery,
ascertaining the general mood of the music is considered another important criteria for
selecting appropriate and effective music. In the Bonny Method, for instance, mood in
music has typically been analyzed by Eurocentric criteria, focusing on the absolute
qualities of the music such as how the musical elements combine to create general
categories of emotion (Pavlicevic, 1997).
Decades of research on music perception, however, show that mood and emotion
in music is also culturally influenced, that the socio-cultural background of the music and
its listeners dramatically affects how they perceive the music (Bright, 1993; Deva &
Virmani, 1968; Dibben, 2003; Keil & Keil, 1966; Morey, 1940). In one example, Dibben
studied music perception in a group of disadvantaged Westerners, where one participant
identified the Beethoven violin concerto as “posh,” connected with its “class allegiances”
(2003, p.198-199). In a cross-cultural study, Morey (1940) found that Zealua Loma
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villagers from Liberia who had virtually no contact with western civilization were not
able to relate to or sit through performances of Western classical music.
Another study by Morey (1940) found that Native West Africans in a missionary
school did not recognize generally accepted emotions such as sadness, joy, or fear in the
music of Schubert, Davies, Handel and Wagner. Keil and Keil (1966) also found that
Western listeners unfamiliar with Indian Hindustani classical music responded to certain
pieces with dislike, confusion, ambivalence and indifference, unable to interpret a mood
of religious joy. However, young Indian adults in the same study, listening to the same
pieces of Hindustani music, had quite different responses. They did identify feelings of
happiness, gentleness, longing, gravity, as well as qualities of lightness, heaviness, and
sweetness, experiencing similar moods and descriptive meaning consistent with
traditional and historical interpretations of the ragas and pieces in question (Deva and
Virmani, 1968, 1975). In other words, in these studies the Indian listeners acculturated to
Indian music were able to understand the culturally agreed upon meanings of traditional
Indian music, whereas listeners in a cross-cultural context had more difficulty doing so.
In the above studies, listeners were unable to interpret the intended mood in
musical selections from an unfamiliar culture, leading their researchers to support a
primarily referential stance towards music. Balkwill, Matsunga, and Thompson (2004),
however, claim that only auditory cues such as volume and speed affect music perception
of mood and emotions. In their study, they found that American, Indian, and Japanese
young adults were able to correctly interpret the intended moods in music from different
cultures. Music therapist Soo-Jin Kwoun’s (2009) research shows, however, that
perception does not depend solely on acoustic or referential features. Using a similar
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research design as Balkwill, Matsunga and Thompson (2004) but with Korean subjects,
she suggested that listener perception is not only universal nor only understood by
listeners who are acculturated to or trained in the basic structures of the music, but
affected by both cultural influences and universal qualities in the music, as well as
globalization and generational identity.
The implications of the above research for music-evoked imagery show that mood
and metaphor in music is not necessarily absolute. In other words, intrinsic qualities
contained within the language of the music itself appear dependent upon the sociocultural reference point of the listener. The inconsistencies in the literature on musical
perception also suggest a need for further research and understanding. With the exception
of Dibben, who elicited brief personal responses from her participants, a discussion on
the referential aspects, or the participant’s individual, cultural, ethnic, social, and other
associations with the music, is missing in these studies. In particular, consideration of
ethnic identity and how listeners’ relationship with the music from their ethnicity might
affect their perception of mood and symbolism is warranted.
Origins of Music as Culture in Music Therapy
While the literature on contextualized music evoked imagery is sparse, the
concept of music as culture within the field of music therapy resides most clearly in the
principles of Community Music Therapy, led by a handful of music therapy scholars
(Ansdell, 2002; Pavlicevic, 1997; Ruud, 1998; Stige, 2002). Ansdell described
community music therapy as “an approach to working musically with people in context:
acknowledging the social and cultural factors of their health, illness, relationships and
musics” (2002, p. 10). While the range of community music therapy (CMT) is wide and
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loosely defined, it advocates contextualizing clinical practices as well as including
community music making within definitions of music therapy. Community music therapy
challenges the consensus model of music therapy, which focuses primarily on the
psychological needs of the individual and views music as “a natural, psycho-physical
phenomenon rather than a social or cultural one” (Ansdell, 2002, p. 17). Instead, the aim
of community music therapy is to create cultural and musical communities in natural
settings, viewing cultural and social components as embedded in and inseparable from
music. “Culture is not an optional add-on, and any music therapy is naturally shot
through with culture” (Ansdell, 2002, p. 23).
Stige laid the foundations of community music therapy in his dissertation (2003)
and in his book, Culture-Centered Music Therapy (2002), clearly defining culturespecific and culture-centered music therapy, as well as establishing areas of practice
important to consider in any situated therapy. He also advocated learning from cultural
psychology, viewing culture not as another independent variable or stimulus, but rather as
a human process created by cultural activity, including local as well as global culture.
This includes groups identified by shared experiences, such as disabled populations,
inner-city Latino adolescents, or Vietnamese refugees. Such a perspective also expands
traditional notions of culture, looking at the “culture” of the clinical format and all
aspects of the traditional therapeutic process. This involves re-evaluating therapy rituals
such as the weekly, one hour, individual session format, relationships and roles, arena or
location of therapy, therapeutic agenda, activities involved, and artifacts used, and
adjusting them not only according to individual clinical needs but also to cultural customs
or technologies (Stige, 2002).
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In her book, Music Therapy in Context, Mercedes Pavlicevic (1997) outlined the
importance of cultural context in interpreting meaning in music therapy. She considered
both interdisciplinary theories and her own experience as a music therapist of European
heritage working with black Africans. In particular, she discussed the implications of
absolute and referential meaning making and the concept of music universality in clinical
music therapy practice. In doing so, she defined a new type of meaning relevant to the
music therapist, that of therapeutic meaning. She suggested that meaning in clinical
music improvisation is more accurately described as “expressionist,” (1997, p. 20)
incorporating aspects of both absolute and referential meaning, and involving a complex
interplay between listening, creating, improvising, and meaning making.
Pavlicevic also acknowledged the importance of considering both a universal and
culture-specific approach to music in a music therapy context. In particular, she
encouraged music therapists to “familiarize ourselves with the differences in ‘musical
energy’ that different world musics may embody” (p. 37). This implies relating to
“universal mental structures” (p. 40) in the music in order to successfully connect crossculturally. However, she also addressed the challenges that culture-specific music can
pose for the music therapist unfamiliar and un-acculturated to musical nuances and
subtleties present in many world musics.
Even Ruud (1998) wrote at length about the importance of cultural and social
context in music and identity. In particular, he discussed the role of time and place in
musical identity and the metaphorical connection between the people we are and the
music we prefer to listen to. For Ruud, musical idioms and aesthetics represent cultural
values, memories, associations, and histories. “Music can serve […] as a way to position
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ourselves within our culture and thus make explicit our ethnicity, gender, and class,” he
writes (p. 46.) He also described how musical preference and taste can signify a
metaphorical differentiation and developmental shift in children and adolescents.
Children’s first conscious steps away from their family or community values are
often signaled through musical taste. Although most people keep their bonds with
their parents intact, they may indicate their emotional separation from their
parents-opposition, rebellion, protest, and so on—through the music they choose.
(p. 42)
In addition, Ruud advocated an ecological approach to the consensus model of music
therapy to address existing gaps. In particular, he emphasized the importance of
considering the social background of the music and the client as well as the relationship
between the two. “The knowledge of how music helps construct and individual’s selfconcept may help us choose the right music for our clients—the proper music to
empower people within their own cultural context” (p. 47).
While not explicitly defined as a community music therapist, Carolyn Kenny is
one of the few music therapists to develop a multi-dimensional theory that situates
clinical practice in a socio-cultural context. In The Field of Play (1989), she outlined a
comprehensive and ecological system integrating music, context, and relationships in the
music therapy experience, based on twenty-five years of clinical work and observations.
Kenny’s field of play refers to a field that involves music, ritual, and human play in a
cultural and spiritual context (1989/2006, p.98), allowing for culturally situated music
and ritual to develop between therapist and client. She described the field of play as
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having certain “conditions,” including socio-cultural influences, strengths, and limitations
that are essential in order for healing to occur (Kenny, 1989/2006, p. 110).
The work of Ansdell (2002), Kenny (1989/2006), Pavlicevic (1997), Ruud,
(1998), Stige, (2002) and the Community Music Therapy movement laid an important
theoretical and practical foundation for contextualizing music therapy, and perceiving of
music as culture rather than separate from it.
The Impact of Globalization on Music as Culture
Culturally specific approaches like Blacking’s (1967b) work with the Venda
culture, Merriam’s (1964) research with Native Americans, and Dissanayake’s (1995)
observations in Sri Lanka naturally assume a definition of culture that is stable and
national, a fixed, concrete entity. Traditional shamanism also takes place within culturally
specific contexts. “Most approaches to the study of music in culture use a static
conception of culture,” wrote Nettl (1983, p. 136). However, in the age of globalization,
culture takes on new meanings for many bicultural and multi-racial individuals and
communities, those living in Diasporas, and immigrants with homes in more than one
country, leading to redefinitions of identity (Shepherd, 2003). This is consistent with
postmodern definitions of culture not as a discrete entity following traditional national
boundaries and borders, but fluid and fragmented (Stige, 2002). What does it mean to
contextualize or situate research in music therapy when the cultures and ethnicities we
are talking about are themselves in flux and fluid? Contemporary authors discuss the
aspects of music scholarship that are affected by globalization and how a discussion of
“culture” becomes much more complicated when influenced by Diasporas and the
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development of new musical styles (Shepherd, 2003; Slobin, 2003; Straw, 1991;Toloyan,
1991).
Toloyan shed light on how experiences of the Diaspora have changed over time to
include not only culturally specific groups but undefined and developing groups of
people as well.
We use ‘diaspora’ provisionally to indicate our belief that the term that once
described Jewish, Greek, and Armenian dispersion now shares meanings with a
larger semantic domain that includes words like immigrant, expatriate, refugee,
guestworker, exile community, overseas community, ethnic community.
(Tololyan, 1991, p.4)
Mark Slobin took this concept further by illuminating subtler, contemporary experiences
of the Diaspora. He describes a new meaning of Diaspora consisting of a group
consciousness of separation and disjuncture and a shared internal experience that is not
defined by demographics.
… ‘disapora’ leads a double life. At its simplest, it merely marks the existence of
an identified population that feels that it is away from its homeland, however
imagined, however distant in time and space. The subtler meanings of ‘diaspora’
acknowledge that this involves more than just demographics. Some sort of
consciousness of a separation, a gap, a disjuncture must be present for the term to
move beyond a formalization of census data. (Slobin, 2003, p.288)
Will Straw (1991) on the other hand, viewed discrete cultures as imagined or
mythical, claiming that historically, slower rates of change in some communities have
simply given the illusion of permanence and stability. These groups he aptly defined as
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musical communities, “…imagined as a particular population group whose composition is
relatively stable […] and whose involvement in music takes the form of an ongoing
exploration of a particular musical idiom said to be rooted organically in that
community” (Shepherd, 2003, p.74). He contrasted this with the idea of a musical scene,
which describes the musical interactions and musical cross-fertilizations within
contemporary diasporas as “that cultural space within which a range of musical practices
co-exist, interacting with each other within a variety of processes of differentiation and
according to widely varying trajectories of change and cross-fertilization” (Straw, 1991,
p.369-73).
From Merriam’s anthropology of music (1964) to debates on absolute, referential,
and universal meaning in music, contextualizing musical structure and metaphors, and
the Community Music Therapy movement, the above scholars demonstrate compelling
research and theories supporting the need for cultural contextualization of music in music
evoked imagery. They have argued that the connection between music and culture is not
only profound and subtle, delving into mysteries and leading to a deeper understanding of
human musical existence, but a law of nature that cannot be ignored or carelessly tossed
aside. As Stuart Hall eloquently put it, “Culture is not a practice—it is threaded through
all social practices, and is the sum of their interrelationship” (Hall, 1980, p.59).

Chapter 3
Method
Project description
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This dissertation study explored Indian identity through Culturally Centered
Music & Imagery, defining Indian identity as participants’ relationship to their selfdefined Indian ethnicity. Five adults of Indian origin living in the Boston area, ages
twenty-nine through forty-one, participated in one to three CCMI sessions each (see
appendix C for specific questions). This included “Anjali,” age twenty-eight, “Purnima,”
age thirty-seven, “Maya,” age forty-one, “Siddarth,” age thirty-seven, and Sarav, thirtysix. Each session lasted approximately one to three hours. In keeping with the
methodology of portraiture outlined below, participants chose a location to meet that was
familiar and comfortable, which included their own home as well as my apartment. Each
session also involved an initial interview with open-ended questions addressing
acculturation, immigration history, musical preferences, as well as basic questions about
family structure and multiple self-identifications, such as gender, socio-economic status,
caste, sexual orientation, and age.
Culturally Centered Music & Imagery. CCMI is a process that was specifically
adapted to a specific population, namely Indian adults. CCMI is founded upon the idea
that music has both referential and absolute qualities, and emphasizes context, musical
identity, and contextualized musical structure and meaning. To select music for the
sessions, I researched the social, political, cultural context of various Indian music genres
and their suitability for a music evoked imagery process, considering social, cultural,
ethnic, local, and regional influences. I analyzed the structure of the music within an
Indian music theory system, and researched the symbolism and metaphors of the music
within Indian culture and society.
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I selected the Indian music from my own collection as well as the participants’
music library. I then loosely divided the music into supportive (Paik-Maier, 2010) and reeducative categories, and matched it referentially with the participants’ ethno-musical
associations in order to provide a moderate level of cultural stimuli through ethnic
musical idioms. I used a balance of holding and stimulating qualities in the music,
principles described by Lisa Summer (1995), to guide my selection process. Each
participant then focused internally on an aspect of their Indian identity, allowed a starting
image to emerge, and narrated imagery or drew a mandala while listening to the musical
selection. After the experience, subjects verbally described the meaning they drew from
the experience and the symbolism of the images. I also conducted participant
observations simultaneously, noticing participants’ body language, behavior, and
physical characteristics during the session. After each session, I took notes about my
observations, perceptions and personal reflections in journal entries.
Population
This study utilized a purposeful sample of adults of Indian origin living in the
U.S. in early to middle adulthood, approximately ages 28-41. I chose participants who,
upon my describing the central research question, seemed interested and willing to
participate. I chose an Indian population for two reasons. I felt that before studying
populations from other ethnicities, it was important to first understand the experiences of
other Indians. I wanted to avoid the pitfall of researching other cultures without better
understanding my own ethnic community. Also, there is a need for such research, as
Indians living in the United States are often relegated to “model minority” status, and the
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complexities and depth of their inner experiences are often misunderstood or neglected
(Isler, 2006; Takaki, 1993).
While conducting this research, I encountered critics who questioned the need and
relevance for therapeutic research on Indians and Asians in general. They argued that
these populations tend to underutilize psychotherapy or mental health counseling in any
form. However, many Asian mental health professionals have found that Asian
populations in North America are in need of therapeutic support but underutilize these
services due to several reasons. This includes a lack of culturally sensitive professionals
and treatment approaches, culturally determined interpretations about mental health, and
racial discrimination, among others (Glicken, 2004; Morishima & Sue, 1982; Furuto,
1992). Many Asians reported preferring to use traditional healers or turning to family
members instead due to stigmatization and shame around mental health problems (Brown
& Han, 2000). This information became further motivation for me to research a culturally
centered approach.
I chose the age range for several reasons. According to traditional trajectories
(Erikson, 1994) the developmental time period between twenty-five and forty is
frequently when adults are faced with the challenge of meeting social and cultural
expectations around family and intimacy. More recent psychological and transpersonal
models have also identifed the late twenties as the “quarter-life crisis” (Robbins &
Wilner, 2001; Schmidt, 2004) or Saturn return (Schostak & Weiss, 2004; Sullivan, 2001).
Recent theorists also identify early middle age, beginning as early as thirty-five, as not
only the beginning of a potential mid-life crisis, but an adult developmental stage of reexamining cultural, societal and family imprinting or conditioning (Cohen, 2005;
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Stevens, 1988). However, none of these models address the relationship between
globalization and trans-nationalism to adult development, where Indians and other
minorities are forced to negotiate multiple identities of ethnicity, culture, gender, sexual
orientation, socio-economic status, and other self-identifications within the context of
adulthood and immigration.
To find participants for the study, I used contacts with Indian organizations in
Boston such as the Massachusetts South Asian Lambda Association (MASALA) and
personal connections through friends, via email requests and word of mouth. Because I
selected participants by snowball sample as well as those from within my own
community, however, there was a narrow range of socio-economic and religious identity
within the participants.
Portraiture
The methodology of portraiture (Davis & Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1997) was used in
this study. This utilizes a blend of phenomenological aims, ethnographic context,
narrative presentation, and a multiple case study format. I chose portraiture for several
reasons. Many postmodern studies on ethnic identity utilize primarily verbal interviews,
and tend to focus on the struggles, confusion, and difficulties of being in-between
categories and labels. Rather than contributing to research on the pathology and problems
of participants with multiple identities, of which there are many, I preferred to focus on
the creativity and success that is born out of those struggles. Portraiture, with its focus on
goodness, viewing the self-in-context, and collaborative means, does this.
I also chose portraiture as it is aligned with my own conceptual framework. This
includes the idea that people are experts in their own experience, which exists within a
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socio-cultural context. I see meaning as not fixed or pre-determined, but constructed
based on people’s realities and lived experiences. In this vein, I was interested in
participants’ personal meanings and experiences of ethnic identity, with all their
contradictions, variables, and deviances, rather than imposing a judgmental or expert
view upon participants or the research topic.
Developed by Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot, a sociologist, ethnographer, and
biographer, portraiture creates an authentic, narrative portrait of a group of individuals or
organizations, much like painters create portraits of their subjects (Davis & LawrenceLightfoot, 1997). Developed within a constructivist paradigm, the basic tenets of
portraiture include the notion that the self cannot be separated from its context, designed
“to capture the richness, complexity, and dimensionality of human experience in social
and cultural context,” (p. 3). Because of the focus on context, portraiture involves
ethnographic observations, fieldwork and interviews. Bias and subjectivity, when openly
acknowledged by the researcher and supported by co-researcher journaling, are
considered assets rather than liabilities, where “the portraitist’s reference to her own life
story does not reduce the reader’s trust—it enhances it. It does not distort the
responsibility of the researcher and the authenticity of the work; it gives them clarity,” (p.
96).
Within the boundaries of the study, personal relationships between researcher and
participant are also developed and seen as supporting rather than impeding the research
process. Portraiture also emphasizes “goodness” (p.9) rather than pathology, which will
be described below. In short, the purpose of portraiture is to aesthetically highlight the
nuance, complexity, and dissonance in people’s lived experiences, with the intention of
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addressing a broader audience beyond the walls of academia. In this vein, portraiture
focuses on standards of authenticity, or what feels true for participants in the study, rather
than quantitative values of reliability or validity.
History of Portraiture. A lover of art, music, dance, poetry, and fine literature,
Lawrence-Lightfoot first became enamored with the idea of portraits when she was the
subject of artistic paintings as a child and young adult. As she reflected back on her
experiences, she noticed that the artist rarely captured her portrait as she literally saw
herself. Instead, through interpretation, probing, and perspective, the artist captured
something of her essence, a reflection that was both familiar and mysterious, evolving
along with her relationship to the artist. It was this essence that she hoped to capture
through the research process of social science portraiture. Through her fascination with
artistic portraits, her deep respect for the rigor of science, and her inspiration from Oliver
Sachs, W.E.B. DuBois and others, her vision for the methodology of portraiture was
born.
I wanted to develop a document, a text that came as close as possible to painting
with words. […] I wanted the written pieces to convey the authority, wisdom, and
perspective of the subjects, but I wanted them to feel—as I had felt—that the
portrait did not look like them, but somehow managed to reveal their essence. (p.
4)
Defining goodness. Concerned about the tendency of the social sciences to
emphasize pathology and disease, Lawrence-Lightfoot committed herself to focusing on
“goodness,” or an emphasis on resilience and health (Davis & Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1997,
p. 9). Goodness in her eyes began with a search for strengths and questions about what is
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working, healthy, and productive. This is done with the understanding that imperfections,
vulnerability, and weaknesses will naturally arise in the course of such conversations
(p.142). In response to those who dismiss her stance of goodness as idealized, she
clarified her intention to create a balanced and authentic portrait. “The nuanced search for
goodness is really a search for a generous, balanced, probing perspective. It is really a
search for the truth—or for the complex and competing truths that combine to shape an
authentic narrative” (p. 146).
In summary, this particular study involved five portraits. This included a
phenomenological investigation of Indian identity, researching several individuals indepth in a multiple case study format. Ethnographic methods of interviews, observations,
and co-researcher journaling were used, situating participants in a wide socio-cultural
context. Final portraits included scientific as well as aesthetic considerations, consisting
of participants’ descriptions, images, and co-researcher’s observations and reflections,
woven into a first person narrative.
Data collection
The data collection involved written transcripts and audio recordings of
interviews and CCMI sessions, mandala drawings captured on digital camera, written
observations and journal entries, and general information about context and location
(found through web-based information on regional and local demographics). Researcher
self-reflexivity through journaling, which Davis & Lawrence-Lightfoot called
“Impressionistic Records”, addresses the need for portraitists “to reflect on their personal
contextual frameworks and become clear about the assumptions and expectations that
they bring to the work at hand,” (p. 67). In this spirit, I continued to journal thoughts and
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feelings related to my own experience as well as the participants’ experiences throughout
the analysis process, and used these entries as additional data.
Data analysis
Data from participants was categorized and sorted into emergent themes, using
quotes and paraphrases for aesthetic as well as informational reasons. The emergent
themes were named using the specific language of participants and created based on
repetitive comments, participants’ use of metaphors, individual and cultural rituals, and
data triangulation between verbal accounts, observations, and imagery. I then searched
for convergent and dissonant patterns between themes. The final narrative was
constructed by considering the over-arching conception, structuring and organizing the
narrative, adding form through stories and interpretation, creating coherence through
sequencing information, and finally balancing the aesthetic whole.
Sorting emergent themes. Lawrence-Lightfoot defined “repetitive refrains”
(p.193) as themes that are clear and persistently articulated, audible, visible, in signs and
symbols in the environment and words of the participants. Portraiture also requires
listening for “resonant metaphors” (p.198), which name themes that express symbolism,
meaning, and “values of human experience” (p. 198). The language of music and the
imagination lends itself well to the language of metaphors. Themes also arise from
“institutional and cultural rituals,” (p. 201) often revealed through aesthetic ceremonies
such as art, music, drama, and dance. These themes reveal hidden purpose, values,
priorities, and stories in the participant’s life that are not necessarily found through
repetition or metaphor.
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Searching for convergent and divergent patterns. The major themes were
sorted, named, re-sorted and re-named several times, changing as I became more
engrossed in the data and discussed and verified information with participants. David &
Lawrence-Lightfoot described this process as “analogous to assembling a jigsaw puzzle,”
(p. 245) interpreting, finding patterns, and making sense out of scattered pieces by
“hearing the stories and witnessing the action, then reflecting on their meaning and
relationship to one another,” (p. 210).
I found only a few “dissonant threads” (p.216), or data that did not fit neatly into
existing emergent themes. In these cases, I discussed the divergent patterns within the
portrait, in relation to each theme. In the spirit of collaboration and in line with
portraiture, I engaged in participant authenticity by discussing and confirming major
themes with participants, making adjustments to names or labels when appropriate. In
particular, I was interested in whether the names of these themes felt accurate and
authentic. All participants reported the themes as accurate, and made changes to primarily
factual data.
Overall conception and structure. After confirming major themes, I searched
for the overall vision that would give each narrative focus and meaning (Davis &
Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1997). As I considered the organization of the themes that “give the
piece a frame, a stability, and an organization,” (p. 252) I chose to structure these
portraits by simply separating sections with the titles of each emergent theme. I also
decided to divide the excerpts from the CCMI sessions into several parts to allow
continuity of themes and highlight the connections between image, theme, and meaning.
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Form. After creating a basic structure, I added form, or insight, aesthetics, and
emotion to the structure, “through the texture of stories, illustrations and examples” (p.
256), giving “the piece texture, nuance, and emotion” (p. 259). This was a process of
balancing the data, themes, and supporting evidence with my own voice, as
autobiographer, witness, and interpreter, acknowledging the subjectivity, rather than
objectivity, of the study. In this step I read, re-read, and listened to the transcript several
times, picking up nuances of feeling through silence, pacing, and voice. I also utilized
clues about body language from my journal and incorporated these into the narrative
where appropriate.
Coherence. Coherence refers to the “framing and sequencing of events and the
articulation of a clear and consistent voice and perspective” (p. 256). In this process, I
considered how to shape the beginning, middle and end of the narrative, considering
aesthetics as well as space for the reader to make informed interpretations of the
participants’ experiences. Portraiture traditionally begins with context, moving from
“macro to micro,” from “outer to inner layer” (p. 65). This is designed to give the reader
a picture of the setting the research occurred in, a sense of gradually getting to know the
participant’s personality, and reflects the “reader’s growing understanding of the subject
or site,” (p. 65) bringing the subject more clearly into focus with each subsequent layer.
I utilized this in all portraits, beginning with sensory descriptions of the physical
setting, time of year, location and surrounding neighborhoods. I also focused initially on
descriptions of participants’ physical bodies, facial expression, clothes, and voices,
slowly and gradually bringing the reader into the world of their thoughts, feelings, and
personal experiences in the middle and later sections.
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I also decided to sequence the events in these portraits out of chronological order,
for practical as well as aesthetic reasons. Structurally, it was necessary to divide the
music evoked imagery sessions into sections to increase a sense of coherence. However, I
decided to use this for aesthetic purposes as well, interweaving music evoked imagery
and discussion to give the reader a sense of journeying between non-ordinary and
ordinary state of consciousness, imagination and reality.
Considering the aesthetic whole. Finally, I considered the aesthetic whole,
recognizing that this is one portrait out of many that could be constructed with the
existing data, and determining which material should remain in the final portrait. I
excluded information that was unnecessary to the whole picture, ambiguous, or might
betray participants’ trust.
I also paid attention to balance, asking whether “equal attention been given to
every theme,” (p. 270) providing a “balance of descriptive details,” (p. 271) distributing
evidence as equally as possible throughout the portrait, and balancing contextual and
physical descriptions with other relevant information. I also adjusted the balance between
my voice and participants’ voices, ensuring that participants’ stories were prominent.
Participants also checked factual errors and verified authenticity of the final narrative.

Chapter 4
Results
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The portraits of “Anjali,” “Purnima,” “Maya,” “Siddarth,” all pseudonyms, and
Saravanan Chidambaram, are portrayed separately below and designed to be artistic
representations of the complete research context, process, and results. Theoretical
discussions and clinical implications are discussed in the results section following the
portraits. Emergent themes are highlighted in italics and also will be discussed in more
detail in the results section. Excerpts taken directly from the CCMI sessions are written in
italics. The music selections and artists used for each session, along with an analysis of
each piece, are listed in Appendix B.
The first two participants, Purnima and Anjali each had one session each from
March to May of 2009. The intent was to meet for approximately one hour, and
Purnima’s session was one hour. However, as Anjali’s session unfolded, she had many
stories that she wished to share and talked for almost three hours. After the initial two
sessions, I realized that future participants would benefit clinically from a separate
session for the intake to avoid too much material in one session, as well as an additional
final session to give them time to reflect on their imagery and share insights they might
have after the Culturally Centered Music & Imagery experience. Therefore, I decided to
meet with the rest of the participants for two to three sessions each.
A year later, after analyzing the data and completing the written narratives for
both Purnima and Anjali, I continued the research, meeting with Maya, Sarav, and
Siddarth during March to May of 2010. Each session was approximately one hour long
and Maya and Siddarth each had three sessions as planned. After two sessions with
Sarav, he offered information on his blog relevant to the study, and I found it was not
necessary to have a third session with him to clarify his insights.
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After all the sessions were completed and I did a preliminary analysis, I created
the emergent themes in collaboration with participants. In this process, I used their own
language as much as possible but added my own interpretation in a few instances to
ensure that the meaning was clear. For example, the themes, Malleable, Mythological,
Rebirth, Spiritual Hindu, are all words and language of the participants. I used these
terms to name a significant theme that I felt each participant was describing. Then I sent
them a brief definition by email, which all participants confirmed felt accurate.
However, I took liberty with a few themes such as Purnima’s Temple of Ancient
Knowing, in which the image of the temple was hers, as well as the terms, “ancient” and
“knowing.” Although she did not use them together in a phrase in this way, I could not
find another phrase of hers that seemed to fit exactly what she was describing. So I chose
to put these terms together to try to capture the ancient oral traditions that the temple
symbolized for her. Although I asked all the participants for suggestions in naming the
themes, only a few participants were active in this process. Maya, for instance, came up
with the theme, It’s a Small World, After All, when I summarized the virtual, and
globalized aspects of her story. Other participants agreed with the names of the themes
that I had created but did not offer their own phrases.
I chose pseudonyms for two of the participants, Anjali, Purnima, from the same
region of India as their original names in order to increase credibility and consistency of
their story. However, both Maya and Siddarth preferred to choose their own pseudonym
and picked these for personal reasons. Maya did not want to be mistaken for another
member in the New England South Asian queer community with the pseudonym I chose,
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and Siddarth preferred a name that spoke to his Buddhist identity. Saravanan, who is an
activist, requested to use his own name rather than a pseudonym.
I also considered the background information shared in each portrait in ensuring
confidentiality, and made efforts to leave out any details that I felt were too revealing. I
specifically asked participants to read their final portrait with this in mind and let me
know if they felt that any information revealed their identity. However, no participants
requested any deletion of background information or changes to content.
Musical selections
For the music selections, I chose to play approximately ten minutes of music for
each participant. The selections were based on which Indian genres of music they
preferred, their various identities and referential associations with Indian music, as well
as a balance of stimulating and holding characteristics in the absolute qualities of the
music. More details can be found on the specific analysis for each piece in the
appendices. However, for some participants, this meant using two or three shorter pieces
rather than one. For instance, for Purnima, I used an eleven-minute excerpt of Bhajeham,
Bhajeham, a kirtan style piece by Bombay Jayashri (2003, track 2) both because of
Purnima’s interest in Indian classical music styles and her childhood exposure to kirtans
and bhajans. In Anjali’s session, I chose Aaj mera jee kardaa, (Danna, 2007, track 2) a
Bollywood style piece from the soundtrack of Monsoon Wedding due to her preferences
for popular music and the highly stimulating qualities of the piece. However, since this
piece was only four to five minutes long, I followed it with another selection of equal
length, My Good Name (Danna, 2007, track 5) also from Monsoon Wedding, which I felt
provided a more supportive way to finish.

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN 110
IDENTITY
After I analyzed these first two sessions, I noticed that Purnima seemed a bit
nervous to begin the music and imagery experience. I wondered if participants felt
pressured to produce imagery and thought they might benefit from a short, supportive
piece unrelated to their ethnic identity, to practice imaging and discover whether their
imagery was visual, auditory, or sensory. So for Siddarth’s session, I chose to begin with
the first movement of the Dvorak Serenade (Dvorak, 1998, track 5) to help him feel
comfortable, as I knew that he had a positive relationship to Western classical music.
This is also a standard selection of supportive European classical music used in the
Bonny Method.
Siddarth’s experience was so rich that I decided to begin sessions with the rest of
the participants with a similar selection of Western music. After the Dvorak finished and
we discussed it briefly, I played a piece of Hindustani classical music called Chaiti,
performed on the raga Desh, by N. Rajam (2000, track 4), which was about ten minutes
long. I chose this because out of all the Indian music genres, he seemed to have the least
negative association to Hindustani music.
Maya seemed the most apprehensive about imaging to the music. Therefore, this
was the only time that I decided to use pieces from the participant’s own music library.
The first piece of Western music we selected together was Mercy Street by Peter Gabriel
(2002, track 6), to help her feel more comfortable and test out the imaging experience.
However, her imagery was not significant to the research question, therefore I left it out
of her portrait. The second piece I chose was Ahir Bhairav from the album Call of the
Valley (Chaurasia, Kabra, & Sharma, 1997, track 1) due to her preference for light
classical Indian music and the particular raga and instrumentation that I felt would
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enhance her imagery. The piece was about four minutes long, so I played it twice based
on her comfort level, rather than adding another piece.
Finally, with Sarav, I chose the Air from the Orchestral Suite No. 3 by J.S. Bach
(2010), again from the standard Bonny Method repertoire, to also test out the process
with no expectations. Sarav’s imagery to this piece was very significant to the research
question, so I included it in his portrait. The next piece I chose for Sarav was Invocation
from the album Shyam Smaranam (Binita, Bhattacharya, Haldar, Haldar & Kumar, 2006,
track 1), due to his preference for Indian devotional music and its supportive qualities.
This piece was only a few minutes long and I considered repeating it. However, I wanted
to introduce more musical stimulation so I immediately followed it with Vedic Chants
from the album Chants of India by Ravi Shankar (1997, track 3). This was also only a
few minutes long, but Sarav’s imagery throughout all the musical selections was so rich
and intense that I felt that it was clinically enough for one session.
Anjali
As Anjali answers the door, her dogs, Yumi and Miki, initially greet me with
snarling growls and barks from the bedroom. Anjali gives me a warm smile and hug, her
presence welcoming and hospitable. “Just go on in the living room and sit down,” she
says above the din of barking. “Then they’ll have a chance to sniff you.” The dogs settle
down after a few stern words from their mother, “Yumi! No barking! House! Go to your
house!” Her voice is strong and the dogs clearly respect her authority. At twenty-nine
years of age of Indian descent, Anjali’s skin is a deep bronze. “Do you want something to
drink?” she calls from the kitchen. Her figure is curvaceous but fit, as she casually flits
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about in grey cotton knit pants and a black short-sleeved shirt. Square-rimmed glasses
with delicate rims rest upon her nose, giving her a scholarly air.
Comfortably furnished, her two-bedroom apartment sits in a quiet, tree-lined,
middle class neighborhood in Brighton, Massachusetts. The building is a few miles from
the University where Anjali is pursuing a PhD. The hardwood floors are offset by the
cushy couches, one for humans, one almost as large and equally squishy for Anjali’s
Japanese dogs. The space is roomy and has a homey feel, with many large leafy green
plants and family photographs throughout the living room. I sit on the dog bed and the
canines soon join me after their outburst, eyeing me cautiously. I notice several wedding
pictures of Anjali and her Jewish-American husband, married three years ago in India
wearing thick, colorful flower garlands around their necks. Two large oil portraits,
painted by Anjali, hang just above the couch where I am sitting. I am struck by the
detailed brush strokes and facial expressions, and feel inspired by her artistic skill.
Anjali comes back with a smile, unruffled by the brief turmoil, poised and ready
to begin. “That’s my angry face,” she says, grinning and pointing towards the painting of
a man with knitted brows. “It’s not very good, I painted over it too many times…” Her
voice reflects a blend of Indian intonation with a British accent, one that she says changes
upon place, person, region, and whether she is speaking English, Hindi, Bengali, Marati,
or a related dialect. We chat casually about the Dalai Lama’s visit to Boston this spring
and Anjali offers me dried apricots and Darjeeling loose-leaf tea, her favorite. She tells
me with excitement how she finally found some at a local Indian store and bought a
whole tin, not a minor feat given her struggles upon first arriving in Boston.
Background
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Anjali was born and raised on the northeastern coast of India in the major
metropolitan city of Kolkata (Calcutta). Said to have its roots in the term Kalikshetra,
meaning land of Kali, it is no surprise that Anjali and her family are devout worshippers
of the Hindu female goddess. “So, born and raised Hindu. […] In my family it was much
more of the female power, which is Shakti. And Kali is a big female deity for us. […]
That’s how I right now worship Kali.”
Her father and his family grew up very poor and became refugees when India was
partitioned, following a hundred years of British colonization. “…His whole family was
sort of...stuck in a little home, this huge big family, […] literally they lost everything.
They had to drop everything and leave.” In contrast, her mother grew up Brahmin, a
member of the highest Indian caste, in a prosperous upper middle class family. “My
mother’s maternal grandparents had this huge house, with two ponds and cattle and this
and that […]. My grandfather, my mother’s father was a very famous lawyer. He was
kind of a big figure, he did a lot of charity work as well and earned a lot of money.” So
growing up was a mixture of both abundance and humility for Anjali, with the
expectation of always giving back. “It was kind of humble. We spoke good English, we
moved around in circles where—we went to clubs where fancy people went…but I umm,
we never had enough clothes, we never had a music system until much later.”
At the age of eighteen, Anjali attended school on the Western coast of India in
Pune near her only brother, a thousand miles away from home. After completing both a
bachelor’s and master’s degree in psychology, Anjali’s curiosity about American
psychology led her to Boston, where she pursued another master’s degree and began her
doctoral studies. “I basically wanted to learn more practical work, and I wanted to see
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what psychology was like in the U.S…you know it’s so different in India,” she says in a
sisterly way. “And I was curious ‘cause we would read all these American books…in
psychology.”
Her arrival in New England, however, was not quite the adventure she had hoped
for. No familiar face greeted her, save the voices of distant cousins and uncles scattered
throughout the U.S. It was a time of intense hardship, as she navigated a world full of
harsh winters and intense scholarly investigations. In a large city where she encountered
white Americans, racism, and exclusive social scenes, she made efforts to establish a
place she could call home. It was during this period of transition and cultural immersion
in American society that Anjali’s sense of identity began to shift. Conscious of the
multiple privileges as well as disadvantages she inherited, she had a keen understanding
of her caste, religious, gender, and socio-economic identity. But upon arriving in Boston,
she became aware of her ethnic identity for the first time and found herself being labeled
as Indian, something she had never thought of or experienced before. “When you’re in
India, you just are. When you come here, you become Indian.”
Through music, mandala, and narrative, Anjali explores the affirming aspects of
her evolving Indian identity. Bollywood music stimulates her to draw the black and red
eyes of Kali, leading to the first theme, Female Power, an inner strength that Anjali
embodies through devotional practices. The second theme related to Kali is Surrender, an
attitude she cultivates to accept and transform pain and hardship in her life, including the
racial discrimination she experiences. Melodic film music stimulates colors of blue and
associations with water in her images, representing the third theme, Malleable. Anjali
describes this as a symbol of building her own path and deviating from cultural and
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gender norms. Finally, the last theme involves feeling a sense of Wholeness about her
Indian identity despite still experiencing feelings of vulnerability and discrimination.
Culture Centered Music & Imagery
After hearing about Anjali’s background, I ask her to identify a positive quality
about being Indian. “Power and strength,” she says. As I instruct her to relax and bring
her attention inward, Anjali instinctively closes her eyes, crosses her bare feet in a lotus
position, and rests her palms upwards on her knees. Her expression is peaceful, her
breathing soft and undulating. Anjali is clearly comfortable in her inner world, having
spent countless hours in prayer, yoga and therapy. I guide her to focus internally on
power and strength and to notice any visual, sensory, or kinesthetic images that arise.
An artist, her connection to the imaginary language of the unconscious is immediate. “It
came before you asked. It’s a tiger,” she says. I encourage her to let the image deepen
and become clearer, and as the music begins, let her image unfold on the paper in front
of her.
“Aaj Mera Jee Kardaaaaaaa!!!” a powerful, solo male voice proclaims in
Punjabi, as the theme song from Monsoon Wedding begins. Booming bass beats in
Bollywood style and a dynamic vocal refrain form the stimulus for Anjali’s imagery, as
she positions bright red and black pastels above the empty circle on the page before her.
She hesitates for a moment, and I encourage her to not think too much but to follow the
music, selected to provide a mixture of containment and challenge to her psyche, match
the intention of power and strength, as well as evoke new insights from the unconscious.
From this point on, she needs no more guidance. Deftly, she draws three curves in the
upper half of the circle, with small spheres underneath (see figure 1). As the music
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unfolds with Indian vocal elaborations, a group of women begin chanting. I watch
curiously as she forms blood red peaks with black accents around the arcs. For Anjali,
these symbols represent the three eyes of Kali, the Hindu, mother goddess of destruction,
and symbolize power.

Figure 1. Mandala drawing by Anjali
“I know that this is Kali, so I associate power with Kali, a lot,” she tells me later
after the entire CCMI experience is complete, gesturing towards the top of the mandala.
“And red and black are her colors, which I associate with… power and strength.” Kali
forms the foundation for the first two themes of her Indian identity: Female Power and
Surrender.
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Female power. Since childhood, Kali, a female counterpart to Shiva, has been an
important part of Anjali’s spiritual life. “In my family it was much more of the female
power, which is Shakti,” she explains. Kali’s power and strength is said to come from this
female energy and “believed to be far more powerful than male power,” she says. Since I
am only vaguely aware of Kali, having grown up with a Hindu family who did not
worship Kali, Anjali shares this powerful myth with me.
“Do you know the story of Kali?” she says, eagerly. She clears her throat and sits
up straight. “So the story goes something like…the goddess Durga was asked to battle
this particular demon—it’s all symbolic and metaphorical. And this particular demon,
whose name was Raktabija, which means seed of blood—if one single drop of blood
from this guy is spilled on the ground, another demon comes up, so there are two now. So
every time she would try to kill him, he would rise up again in many different forms and
several times. So she progressively grew really, really angry. So she got frustrated but
really angry, and so she completely—she really turned dark. And out of her brow, I
believe, or something like that, sprung out this totally naked, black woman, who basically
went on this killing spree, with no—[…] there was no sense of morality, there was no
sense of social norms or anything that she should be doing or should not be doing.”
“So she basically just licked up the blood of this guy, or swallowed the blood,”
Anjali laughs nervously, “and she started to make a garland of severed heads, and a skirt
of severed arms. So she kind of decorated herself in these bloody…pieces that she put
together. And because she was so consumed by it, or she was so taken over with what she
was doing, […] she wasn’t stopping. So she killed people who were innocent and were
also, anything that lay in her path. […] She was unstoppable because she was the female
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power, […] so the only way she could be stopped was her husband—Lord Shiva. He
actually came and lay at her feet, so she stepped on him. That’s when she realized that
she stepped on her husband. That’s when she sticks her tongue out, and she goes, ‘Oops!
What did I do?’ With all these […] heads she’s holding…”
While I recognize the physical depictions of Kali from Indian statues and pictures,
I am taken aback by the violence and destruction in the story, both fascinated and
horrified by this brutal and morbid tale from my own ancestors. Anjali explains that the
myth represents the Female Power’s ability to destroy the ego in order to be one with
God, that one must harness this energy to attain enlightenment. “So it’s sort of symbolical
of destruction of the ego basically, that you remove your ego to embrace…yeah…to be
one with everything, to attain Shiva.” As she speaks, I am aware that the “ego” she
speaks of is not referring to the healthy ego of Western psychodynamic theory, but the
negative qualities of the ego associated with ancient Indian scripture, such as excessive
attachment to oneself and qualities such as arrogance, greed, selfishness, or hatred, all
seen as barriers to one’s true nature.
The Female Power of Kali manifests in Anjali through daily meditation, prayer
and worship. “I do it on a daily basis, like I’ll shower and meditate, that’s my routine,
before I do anything else in the day,” she tells me in the initial interview. “Part of it is
learning a prayer, sometimes I just repeat what I know to keep it going…” In India, she
also participates annually in Kali puja, a form of devotional worship often practiced in
temples. “In our family, Kali puja usually lasts three hours and is late into the night and
maybe four hours.” A true test of strength, the ceremony traditionally requires fasting
without food or water for twenty-four hours. “I fast all day, so I don’t, I go without food
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or water for a full, for almost twenty-four hours. For that, I mean it’s hard to do it here in
the fall, but I do it here anyway. And I have a headache. […] It’s no water, it’s nothing.”
This Female Power is also evident not only through Anjali’s feats of renunciation,
but also through her performing over one hundred yoga postures at one stretch in order to
heat her body and overcome freezing temperatures, something she encountered in her
first winter in Boston. “Oh I was going to also say that one of the things that helped me
get through adjusting, I just remembered---I used to do 108 sun salutations, every other
day!” A yoga practitioner myself, I am amazed that she has the stamina to complete so
many of these postures. She sees my mouth hanging open in awe and starts rolling with
laughter, hearty and high-pitched, resonating through her whole body. Whether it is an
emotional release from looking back at what must have been an incredibly stressful time,
or the resilient qualities of her sense of humor, her laughter is infectious and I am soon
doubled over as well. “I know—it was crazy!” she says. “And so— that’s how I got
through my first winter with a fall jacket. I’m not kidding, seriously. I did not have a
winter jacket. So […] I would literally do 108 sun salutations, take a deep breath and
walk right out. […] Yeah, my friends would tease me saying I was obsessive
compulsive.”
Surrender. Anjali’s Indian identity is also characterized by an attitude of
Surrender, which she cultivates in order to accept and transform pain and hardship in her
life. “With Kali, you have no choice but to surrender to her,” she says. “And once you
surrender, everything gets taken care of by her.” However, the path to surrender is not an
easy one, Anjali explains, but strife with fear and darkness, considered necessary
stepping-stones on the journey towards spiritual liberation. “She in particular is a goddess
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who generates fear—in the worshipper. […] If you believe in Kali, she will give you pain
in your life,” she continues. “She is so dark. […] You have to get in touch with that side
of yourself in order to break free of these chains. It’s your quickest way to
enlightenment.”
Her description of pain and darkness reminds me of her immigration six years
ago, and I imagine her isolation, disconnection, and racial discrimination as
insurmountable three-headed demons thrown her way by a formidable Kali. I can sense
the darkness in her words, laden with memories of a painful time. “It was…difficult. It
was really hard,” she says quietly, her eyes downcast. “Because I came alone and I didn’t
know anybody in Boston. And I didn’t know to ask for certain kinds of help, which I
could have…” Initially only able to find an attic apartment miles away from school, she
spent hours of her day commuting between several buses. It was so traumatic for her that
she barely remembers it. “I have NO clue”, she says with disbelief, “which bus I took,
where it dropped me off, which path I took to get to [school]. I have absolutely no idea.
So it’s kind of like a complete haze. […] It was so hard—leaving home, and then
finances, and worrying about that all the time, and trying to get a job, and trying to fit in,
trying to make sense of all this information that I was being bombarded with.”
In addition to the practical nightmares of immigrating to a new country, Anjali
faced a new challenge to her Indian identity, experiencing racial discrimination for the
first time in her life. On the surface, people on the street stared at her, made ambiguous
comments about her English and her accent, and gawked at her when she asked questions
in class. Being treated differently virtually “all the time,” the Indian pride she arrived
with slowly began to erode. “When you’re kind of…confronted with racism, or like this
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dominant culture which I brushed up against, which sort of viewed me as…lesser…or not
as good? It actually really hurt that pride.”
However, the most violating experiences for Anjali were those that were the most
difficult to decipher. “I remember one particular experience within a week of me being in
this country, where I was walking by and there was a nun walking on the other side who
was walking past me, and I was going into [school] and of course I was all happy like
‘ohhh! This is all new to me!’ thing and kind of taking in all the atmosphere.” She laughs
at herself and is talking very fast, barely taking a breath between phrases. “So clearly I
looked like starry eyed and really excited and I would wear my little religious insignia,”
she says, grasping a Hindu icon around her neck. “So um…this lady walked by and she
said—she had this nasty look on her face and she said to me, ‘Oooo, I smell cooked beef
in there!’ or something like that. It was kind of like, it didn’t quite…I didn’t get it at first,
like it didn’t make sense to me….” I recognize the nun’s negative reference to the cow, a
sacred animal for Hindus in India, and can relate to Anjali’s feelings of confusion and
violation. “I wondered why she even did that, and she had turned around and walked
away before I could even react. So it was really…a little bit of a violating experience, I
guess. Cause, one, I didn’t even understand it, it confused me, then in retrospect I thought
about it. ‘Was that a racist comment, or…What really was that?’ And, I didn’t know.”
During this period of finding her ground in a new country, Anjali’s attitude of
Surrender kicked in, and she found support arriving in the most unlikely places: a kind
lesson from a landlady, invitations to share meals with young housemates, Indian
acquaintances and dates who took her shopping for winter clothes and favorite Indian
cheese. “Like we would share food […]. I would cook Indian food for them one day and
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they would cook…then there was this guy studying philosophy in the house and he was
doing his master’s and he and I would talk about philosophy. And there was this other
guy from Venezuela who was into dancing and chatting, so I went salsa dancing with him
once!” she laughs with delight. “So, I made all these little connections, with different
kinds of people, and really just kind of learning the ways […]. People were really helpful
in so many ways… really showing me the ropes.”
A caring professor also helped her to cultivate an attitude of Surrender towards
her feelings of disconnection inside and out of the classroom. “He literally did a couple—
or three or four, therapy sessions with me,” she shakes her head in disbelief. “It seemed
like therapy, ‘cause I would go sit with him in the office and he would listen to me for an
hour, and of course, I no-showed for an appointment!” She laughs at herself. “I think that
helped me get back in touch with what was going on.”
True to Kali’s promise, through invoking Surrender to hardship on practically
every front, Anjali’s investment in the challenges of immigration paid off, creating a
sense of grounding and anchorage. “You know, I have some roots here now, rather than
feeling like I’m an alien and completely an outsider.”
Culture Centered Music & Imagery, continued
As the first music selection comes to a close, Anjali branches out from the red and
black eyes of Kali. I choose to play “Your Good Name” for its repetitive, gentle, and
haunting melody. A solo bamboo flute enters, slow and exotic with subtle gamakas, or
microtonal, ornamental slides. “Oh, I love this song,” she says, recognizing the romantic
tune from the film, “Monsoon Wedding.” Immediately, she discards the red pastel, picks
up blue and purple, and creates circular, “paisley” patterns in the lower half of the
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mandala, reminiscent of traditional rice paste floor designs she created while growing up
in India. A skilled painter, she is at home with the medium of art, moving with fluidity and
grace around the circle. As the hints of raga-like melody wind up and down, conversing
between sitar and flute, Anjali weaves in various shades of ocean blue and lavender
throughout her drawing. The blue she associates with water and the theme of being
Malleable.
After completing the music evoked imagery experience, she shares her insights.
“At some point, […] I felt water as an element, which is around here,” she says, pointing
to the curves of blue and lavender in the bottom half of the circle (see Figure 1). “I often
consider water to be one of the more powerful elements. […] It’s so….” she hesitates,
searching for the right word. “Malleable? Like it trickles through everything. Much like
air, but um…..like erosion capacities of water […]. Like it makes its own way rather
than—like it builds its own path to rivers and seas.” As we discuss the meanings and
associations she has with her imagery, I discover that water has long been an important
and powerful presence for her. Growing up on the eastern coast, she dared to brave the
currents of the Indian Ocean when others shied away. “Growing up I used to go to the
ocean a lot, and…I used to…I don’t know if you’ve been to the seas in India that much?
But…in Puri, it was like a pilgrimage spot, the sea is pretty rough. And I’ve often gone in
there swimming, into the sea—which most people don’t…do. And I’ve had rough
experiences,” she laughs nervously. “I almost died once, I took a tumble in the sea…it’s
very awe-inspiring for me.”
Being Malleable. Like the malleable qualities of water to build its own path,
through most of her adult life Anjali has made efforts to make her own way, deviating
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from family expectations and cultural norms and following her own desires. For instance,
at the age of eighteen, she dreamed of leaving Calcutta and attending college in Bombay,
hundreds of miles away from her family. However, as an Indian woman, such a
transgression was so unheard of that her family initially refused to let her go. “It was
really uncommon. In fact […] —in my family, it wasn’t until you graduated from college
and went to do your master’s somewhere else, which was, again deviating from the norm,
but still kind of acceptable, a little more acceptable. And when I was eighteen […], I
wanted to go away from Calcutta,” she continues. “I got a lot of…push back from
relatives, like my older relatives, and my uncle was saying ‘no, she’s too young.’ My
father was really against it.” Influenced by traditional Indian gender roles and
expectations, Anjali’s family did not allow her to go to Bombay alone and attend the
college of her choice. However, with the support of key family members, she did succeed
in getting permission to finally leave home and attend school in Pune, where her older
brother resided.
Once she arrived in Pune, her efforts to be true to herself blossomed. In addition
to her studies in psychology, she became interested in film production, which she pursued
despite her mother’s disapproval. “When I was in Pune, I told her I was interested in
films. And so I told her I’m going to go the Pune film institute. And she said, ‘NO!’
‘Cause there are people who use drugs, they are bad influences. I don’t want my daughter
going in there! And whatever, blah, blah, blah, blah, blah.” As I laugh, her voice becomes
more dramatic and provocative with each line, holding me spellbound. She clearly loves
to tell stories, engaging me with perfectly timed pauses and the rising and falling of
dynamics, from roaring laughter to almost inaudible softness. “And I said, ‘you know ma,
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that’s not going to stop me.’ So she said, ‘then don’t tell me about it, I don’t want to hear
about it.’ And I said, ‘fine, okay,’ and I wouldn’t tell her for the longest period of time. I
was completely involved in the community at the Film and Television Institute of India, I
would help the students make films and stuff like that. […] I got connected with this one
international student from Bangladesh, and I helped him make a few of his shorts, and
yeah, it was really exciting for me.” I admire her audacity and boldness, recalling the
many projects and social engagements that I, and many other Indian women I knew,
regularly hid from our mothers at her age. Anjali, however, does not take full credit for
her success, but acknowledges the role of her late aunt, of Irish origin, in encouraging her
endeavors and intervening on her behalf.
Once she arrived in the United States, Anjali’s evolving sense of being Malleable
began to manifest in new ways. In one example, her mother arranged for her to meet a
prospective Indian bachelor living in London. “Well, she arranged for me to meet with
somebody, who I was to get married to. And um, my whole family liked this guy. […]
My mother came to London all the way, and then she would make certain statements, and
I would say, ‘why?’ I would question her saying ‘why does it need to be this way,’ or
why does it have to be this way,’ and she would say, ‘I’m tired of you asking why,
why—this is what happens when you go to America, you learn to ask WHY!!’”
Deviating from traditional Indian customs, she openly challenged her mother and
began dating her future husband, Michael, a white Jewish-American student at the same
university. After dating for a year, Michael proposed to her. Her desire to marry an
American, someone outside her family’s ethnicity, caste, religion, and country, however,
caused tremendous turmoil in her family. At one point, her mother threatened that she
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would not see Anjali again until she was on her deathbed. “My ties to my home did feel
kind of torn, and it felt like my whole world was turning upside down.” At this point,
Anjali sought out the support of extended family and friends. Unsure of whether
marrying Michael was the right decision, she called a close family friend in Pune for
advice. “She was wonderful. One of the things she said to me—‘it doesn’t matter if you
don’t want this at a later point of time, that’s not what is in question, it is what you want
now. And if this is what you want now, you know, what happens later, you deal with
later. Deal with what you want now and be true to who you are and where you’re at with
it.’”
Anjali acknowledges the role that these friends and family members played in
paving the way for her Malleable, divergent choices. “Maybe that’s where the being true
to oneself comes from too, is having different people in the family who were from
different cultures, and people breaking rules in my family all the time.” However, she is
aware that she is the only woman in her family to do so. “Yeah…but never…I think I’m
the first woman in my family to break…rules. I think mostly it’s been the men. They get
away with murder!”
From her mother’s perspective, Anjali’s efforts in being Malleable, building her
own path and deviating from the norm are too “Americanized” and “liberal,” close to
American notions of independence and autonomy. Anjali, however, does not identify
with being American and makes it clear that she considers herself simply Indian. “And
even now, I don’t describe myself as Indian American or Asian Indian or whatever, it’s
like—I’m not. I’m Indian.”
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Wholeness. “It feels whole!” Anjali exclaims as I bring her attention back to the
entire mandala (see Figure 1). She seems pleasantly surprised and laughs heartily. “When
I was doing it I wasn’t expecting it to be whole. And it’s strange. There’s still a sense of
asymmetry to it, but it’s still symmetrical somehow.” She reflects on the connection to
her own life and sense of identity to this theme of Wholeness. “I guess I’m also starting to
feel…” she says almost inaudibly, “more whole and integrated in some ways, rather than
fragmented…” She speaks this so softly in contrast to her uproarious laughter just
seconds ago, and I wonder what she is feeling in that moment. As I gaze at her drawing, I
do notice shades of aesthetic integration, red and black in each section, blue and lavender
winding through each part.
From the eyes of Kali and trickling water to a smattering of symbols yet to be
deciphered, I am aware that the Wholeness Anjali refers to is not a place of smooth
integration and perfect balance, but asymmetrical, a continuous process of making sense
out of the internal divisions that she experiences now that she resides in the U.S. "I think
I went through this process of dissonance, and kind of…what do you call it….bifurcation
of identities? Trying to make sense out of all this information that I was receiving. […]
And living in two different—having a culture of my own which I grew up in, and trying
to embrace a culture which,” she sighs deeply, “I’m right now in the heart of, you know.”
Her sigh is telling, not only of a weariness that I imagine she must feel after
expounding a lengthy monologue, but of unearthing the cellars of her past. The weight of
her breath speaks of the challenges she still faces, not simply in negotiating the
intersection of American, Jewish, and Indian cultures, but in navigating multiple aspects
of herself. “It’s interesting how, whenever I speak to my family, my accent changes, my
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accent is completely Indian,” she laughs. “And my personality, when I speak to family
and friends who are familiar with that aspect of me, my personality changes in distinct
ways. […] I’m working on integrating […] the multiple aspects, of who I am, not just as
an Indian but as an Indian woman.”
In considering how her multiple identities have shifted since her immigration,
Anjali’s sense of Wholeness involves a growing self-acceptance, particularly around her
skin color. “Well one of them is…how much more embracing I am of my race and skin
color, and identity…of who I am, as an Indian person period. […] My skin tone, which is
darker than maybe many other Indians, lighter than other Indians […]… I’m still trying
to come to terms with, one. It took me a long time to even consider the fact that…my skin
color could be beautiful.”
Anjali’s Wholeness, however, also reveals cultural complexities and limitations,
including initial feelings of shame and distrust that she harbored in relation to her
colonial heritage. “When I came here I would typically see all the good things about India
and all the bad things about America,” she laughs guiltily. “And now it’s…I know what it
is. I can label it. I can talk about my colonial heritage without having shame and distrust.
I can actually…think of India as complex and other cultures as complex, instead of
making them into extremes, or opposites.” She acknowledges, however, a feeling of
vulnerability when people criticize India. “It still sticks a needle somewhere in
my…somewhere it does sort of hurt, but it’s also recognizing that—the reality, and being
able to integrate all aspects that are…parts of it.”
I admire her desire to integrate not only her successes and most challenging
obstacles, but also the new, unexpected parts of herself, the unknown symbols, lines, and
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images in her mandala. “But this little section here, I don’t know what that is,” she says,
pointing to a bright red zigzag scribble in the lower left quadrant, “but it’s a part of the
whole so it’s kind of,” she yawns, “it’s accepting I guess, parts that don’t make sense….”
Conclusion
As our meeting comes to a close, I am struck by the multi-dimensional quality of
Anjali’s reflections. While centered around being Indian, her ethnic identification is not
one-dimensional, but holistic, moving from the external to the internal, the personal to the
communal, incorporating the psychological and the spiritual. It is inclusive of the realities
of discrimination, her strengths and resources as an Indian woman, and the unknown,
endowed with a faith in the spiritual order of life. Coming to the United States without an
awareness of ethnic identity, Anjali adopted the label of “an Indian living in America” by
default. Through Surrender to the pain she experienced and tapping into the Female
Power of Kali, being Malleable has enabled her to make her way through the hardships
of life. Anjali has indeed forged her own path towards Wholeness, creating her own
rhythm of identity, a new mosaic of what it means for her to be Indian. But she is hopeful
about reclaiming that sense of just being, without labels, and accepting herself in the
present moment. “And hopefully at some point, I’ll be just Indian, or I’ll just be!” she
laughs delightfully. “But as of now, maybe not, and that’s fine.”
“Purnima”
A beautiful array of curried salmon pieces adorned with coconut and sliced
almonds catches my eye as I enter the living room of Purnima’s apartment. Various
dishes of enticing shapes and colors decorate the dining room table. A cool, fresh, spring
breeze blows through the open windows, one of the first few days of warmth after
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another long, stormy Boston winter. There are few leaves visible on the trees, the
bareness of March still evident.
As she prepares the final touches to what looks like a spectacular dinner, I wander
around the living and dining rooms. The apartment is tastefully decorated, simple and
spacious, filled with classic books and Indian handicrafts. I notice with fondness the
mirrored elephants and rosewood statues of Lord Ganesh, familiar to me from my many
trips to India. The walls are sparsely covered, lined with lustrous Mughal paintings and
breathtaking nature photography from the national parks and lakes of Washington State,
where Purnima lived for seven years.
The duplex is not far from Moody Street, the heart of Waltham, Massachusetts, a
working and middle class town about fifteen miles west of Boston. Known as “Little
India,” there, Purnima and her Indian roommate have unlimited access to local Indian
jewelers, grocers, restaurants, videos, and clothing stores. Everything about the setting
has ties to India.
“Where should we meet?” she asks quietly, dressed casually in a large, purple,
button-down cotton shirt and jeans. At age thirty-four, her round face, long, straight,
black hair and slow, thoughtful movements make her seem both young and beyond her
years. Her round glasses give her a studious impression, not surprising given her family’s
emphasis on education and her successful career as a biomedical engineer. We finally
decide on the living room and settle into a comfortable, beige, micro fiber couch.

Background
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Born in New Delhi, India, Purnima tells me how she spent the first seven years of
her life there. The youngest of four siblings, in India she was surrounded by varied socioeconomic, regional, and linguistic influences. “Okay, so we are from near Calcutta—
originally my father’s side, they’re in a village outside of Calcutta,” she begins
cautiously, her tone of voice soft and sweet. “My mom actually grew up very well-to-do
in Gowhati, Assam. She was the daughter of a magistrate, a high up position in the
judicial system—akin to a judge here. And then […] after marriage, my parents lived in
Delhi. So that’s where I was born. […] We’re Bengalis, but outside of Bengal basically,
settled outside of Bengal. So I speak Bengali, I understand Hindi.” Her family identifies
with Hinduism, although she doesn’t consider herself very religious. “I’m more of a
spiritual person,” she says.
Exposed to many different genres of Indian music as a child, Purnima found that
she identified with the social and aesthetic qualities of some more than others. “I didn’t
really enjoy classical initially, but I kinda didn’t have a choice, ‘cause that was what—
especially my mom—would push us into,” she says, in an American accent with hints of
international and regional flavor. “I would think it’s pretty boring, slow. I didn’t know
what was going on. It just seemed like notes and it needed a lot of patience, and I was a
very kind of—impatient kid,” she laughs but immediately starts coughing, recovering
from a cold. “The kind of music I liked which was also played in our house was folk
music, Bengali folk music from, you know, the villagers singing where my dad grew up,”
she says.
At the age of seven, Purnima’s relationship with the Indian subcontinent began to
shift, as her family moved across the globe from one space to another, immigrating from
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the villages and cities of Northern India to the west, east, northwest, and southeast
regions of the United States. Her travels began in Santa Barbara, California, where
Purnima had her first experience of being a foreigner. “First of all, I found everything
really, really interesting […]. We all found the grocery stores very…BIG,” she laughs
innocently. “And also—not just big—but also…thousands and thousands of the same
item, like duplicate everything, in rows. So it was all very strange, and it felt like it was
manufactured, robotic…”
However, the reality of discrimination soon colored her sense of curiosity. After a
year in California, Purnima’s father was offered a position at Pennsylvania State
University in State College, a small rural community where she spent the rest of her
formative years and learned to buffer acts of exclusion and name-calling. “Particularly I
remember people, kids…complaining to the teacher that I stare, that I stare at them…and
people couldn’t pronounce my name. And they used to call me strange things like
‘honey’—the teachers—[…] and I wasn’t used to terms like that. Or ‘sweetie’ or…” she
chuckles to herself, then becomes very quiet. “There was a category of people who were
farmers’ children, and they […] would call me things that were definitely
discriminatory.”
Only visiting India twice in her lifetime, Purnima and her family interacted
primarily with the local Indian community in the United States, attending Indian cultural
events whenever possible and instilling in her a strong, felt sense of being Indian. “I
identify as an Indian,” she says, definitively. “I don’t feel American, and in fact I just
became an American citizen in 2000.” However, she doesn’t feel that she fits into
traditional expectations of what it means to be Indian. “I know that I don’t really fit—if I
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went to India, people would probably find me not very Indian,” she laughs heartily,
looking amused at the thought. “Because probably outward things like my accent would
be different, or […]—even though I know generally the customs, there are things that I
would do wrong, I’m pretty sure. And they just think if you grew up here, you can’t be
like them, that you would have grown up in America and become American. But I find
that strange because I feel Indian.”
Instead, Purnima’s Indian identity is not with place, but with time. It lies with
ancient India, through oral histories and ancient ways of knowing. It is reflected in values
of the Indian Diasporas in which she grew up and a sense of responsibility to keep
traditional ancient art forms alive. Through devotional music, imagination, and narrative,
Purnima explores the affirming inner aspects and themes of her Indian identity.
Stimulated by listening to Indian kirtan music, the first theme, Temple of Ancient
Knowing, symbolizes her appreciation for India’s ancient knowledge. Represented by the
image of a temple, it refers to a sense of inner knowing, maintained and learned through
oral histories and preserved in the practices of art, spirituality, and meditation. Through
images of guru and disciples, the second theme, the art of Learning by Doing, describes a
form of learning she witnessed as a child in India, rich with mythology, history, and
theory.
Culturally Centered Music & Imagery
After discussing her background, I ask Purnima to identify a positive quality of
being Indian. “Ancient traditions,” she says. I guide her to take a few deep breaths and
relax each part of her body, feeling herself sink deeper into the couch. As she sits, her
body grows completely still, her concentration solid and unwavering. I ask her what
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images, body sensations or feelings come to her mind when she imagines the ancient
traditions of India. “I see a temple and sculptures,” she says immediately. I choose a
devotional piece of music to play, for its repetitive qualities, positive mood and spiritual
associations. As Bombay Jayashri’s voice soars effortlessly over the kirtan style singing
beneath her, I encourage Purnima to bring the sounds into her image. With closed eyes
fluttering in REM fashion, she easily connects to the music, having heard bhajans and
devotional songs as a child. “There’s a class with a teacher and disciples. […] It’s very
spiritual…” she says. “Bha-je-ham, bha-je-ham, bha-je-ham, shi-vo-ham,” repeat the
women’s voices, chanting Sanskrit mantras to the God Shiva. “It’s pleasant…” she
continues slowly, opening her senses to the experience. “It feels calm… light…open…”
Themes
Temple of Ancient Knowing. After completing the entire CCMI session, we
return to this portion of her experience. Purnima is curious about the image of the temple
arising from her unconscious. “It’s strange, I don’t know why a temple, I’ve never really
been to temples that much,” she says. However, she soon remembers a childhood of
temple cultural events and dance lessons, and the temple becomes a symbol of ancient
knowing, preserved through oral histories and personal stories that have enthralled her for
decades. “For me, the temple…it’s more about the artwork, spirituality, meditation,
cultural programs, contemplation,” she says, confidently. “As I get older, I find that I’m
more drawn to learning more about those old, ancient traditions that are still going on
today […] –what it means to be from a certain area, or […] just made of local stories. I
remember my grandmother or my grandfather…just telling us stories of their youth,” she
reminisces. “And I can’t imagine that those kinds of situations would be written down
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anywhere. It’s just…situations or the way that they’ve seen things, you know, that only
they would know, or people at that time would have seen. Just personal histories… How
would you know of such things if you didn’t know somebody from that time?” As she
speaks, I can relate to her fascination with these stories, remembering my own
enchantment at listening to my uncles and grandparents’ stories as a child.
From an early age, Purnima developed an appreciation of ancient knowledge
through study and exposure to traditional Indian arts, including taking Bharatanatyam
lessons, a form of South Indian classical dance, in the temple. “My parents always
wanted to bring all of us up in as Indian a way as possible—and much more so than I
would say many other Indians that come to the U.S. So my mom […] wanted all of us to
take part in Indian cultural activities. […] She—actually in any town we were in, would
find a Bharatanatyam teacher. And if there wasn’t a teacher in that town, […] my parents
would drive me to where there was a teacher. So they were very dedicated. […] When we
lived in State College, […] they would drive me to Pittsburgh, which is three hours away,
because there’s a Hindu temple where […] there was one teacher at that time, and she
was very well regarded.”
However, after attending college at Pennsylvania State University in State
College, Purnima’s demanding schedule forced her to relinquish her dance practice. She
acknowledges that she hasn’t “really done a good job” at studying and gaining
knowledge of Indian practices. Today, her connection to the Temple of Ancient Knowing
is not about practice or expertise, but an inner sense of knowing. “I feel like just wanting
to know about it is important, and not necessarily becoming an expert at it. […] Just
knowing of it, and knowing enough to appreciate it.” As she talks, her voice comes alive
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with excitement, filled with humility and awe. “I feel humbled, because I feel like it’s so
vast, and…you can get lost in it. I’ve seen my brother get lost in it, you know?” she
laughs. “He lives this stuff, day in and day out, and yet he still feels he doesn’t know
anything. It’s like, it’s one of those—you could study it all your life and still not know
enough. So it humbles me. But, it’s exciting,” she says.
Purnima’s fervor for ancient knowing also arouses a feeling of protection in her, a
desire to ensure its survival. “I feel like not enough people today, in India, appreciate it.
That they want to get more Western, it’s more attractive. Except when you’re not there,
you realize—that’s more—that’s the cool stuff,” she says emphatically, her voice louder
than it has been all afternoon, her demeanor passionate. “YEAH—that survived, right?
That survived for so long.” She is animated, her body sitting on the edge of the couch. “I
feel like the Indians that have gone outside of India to Kenya, Trinidad, that’s where
Hindustani music is reviving. Not in India itself. That’s where it’s dying—in India. But
people are bringing it back in settlements outside of India. So, I think it’s important that
that stays alive somehow.”
Her statements surprise me a bit, and show a shift from the young child who felt
“pushed” to study Indian classical music and dance to the adult who feels a passionate
responsibility to carry on unseen, invisible threads of ancestral tradition. She speaks of
these ancient traditions almost as endangered, gems of indigenous personal, historical,
and cultural knowledge that are at risk for survival, both within the larger Indian
community and perhaps herself, requiring preservation and continuity from generation to
generation and kept alive primarily in the Indian Diaspora.
Culturally Centered Music & Imagery, continued
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As the music continues, Purnima’s image of the temple grounds unfolds.
Jayashri’s husky, ornamental contours fill the air with vocal caresses. “There’s learning,
not by being told, but by doing, doing what feels right…they’re learning through
singing…” she says, totally absorbed in her experience. “They’re wearing traditional
clothes, vibrant but simple…but it’s not about what they’re wearing, it’s about the
learning process.” She takes a breath as if ready to go on, but pauses as the raga
elaboration on the melody intensifies and Jayashri’s voice rises. “Now it’s nighttime,
they’re still there, it’s a long process…and there’s a big fire, like the kind used in rituals.
The lighting is like twilight, but glowing red and orange, as if the fire […] is reflecting off
gold. […] I can feel the cool breeze on my skin…in my head and neck…” she says, her
body responding to the sensations as if she is literally there. “I can breathe easier, it’s
easier to breathe…” A witness to the process, she is reluctant to go any closer. “I’m by a
tree, I don’t want to go in, I don’t want to disturb them…” I am curious about her
hesitation, and wonder why she doesn’t move closer. However, I notice with interest that
Purnima’s image mirrors ancient descriptions of the Nattai Kurunji1 raga and the
Sringara character it is associated with, particularly the time of day, setting, and
auspicious and reverent mood.
Learning by Doing. In our discussion afterwards, Purnima explains the art of
Learning by Doing that has arisen in her imagery, an intuitive form of ancient knowledge
deeply connected to ancient Indian theory, mythology, and traditions of oral and personal
history. “[It’s] more so than just going to a dance program and looking at a dancer,” she
says with conviction. “So knowing, okay, where did those moves come from? […]

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN 138
IDENTITY
What’s the origin of that song, or verse? […] There’s a lot of theory that you’re supposed
to be taught, and it’s all history, right? Of the mythology and everything.”
As she continues, Purnima explains that she was first exposed to the art of
Learning by Doing as a young child in India, witnessing her older sister’s dance lessons.
“My sister learned Odissi [dance] in India, and I used to watch the teacher. My mom
would go and take me when we were young kids. I was playing but I would watch…I
was fascinated with it.” However, due to frequent relocations and a lack of Indian
resources in the small towns where she grew up, she was unable to experience such
learning. “I feel like that was missing in my education of Bharatanatyam. […] So even
though I learnt dance, here in the States, at least, I find that it’s not very common to teach
the theory. And I know that’s taught in India, but here you just learn the moves. […] I
would have liked to experience it more…” she says wistfully. “And it’s just very vast,
and it’s so much to…to learn. It’s difficult without a guide,” she mutters and looks down.
I sense an unfulfilled longing in her words. “That’s something that I definitely want to
do,” she says, her love of India’s ancient traditions beckoning her to travel to her native
country. As I look at her bowed head, I am aware of the gap between her desire and the
reality of her experience. I wonder what unspoken sentiments and un-named feelings lay
beneath her gesture.
Despite Purnima’s misgivings about her own ancient Indian knowledge, I can’t
help but notice the ways that she embodies Learning by Doing through her love of
cooking and the meditative moments she carves out for herself. Creating elaborate dishes
with delicate spices, Purnima keeps ancient traditions alive through recipes learned by
trade and handed down from her mother, a guide to Indian cuisine, bearer of oral
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tradition. Her informal meditation also provides her with a vehicle for spiritual selfunderstanding not by being told what to do, but through her own process of Learning by
Doing. “Not on a regular basis, it’s not a time or place that I do it…[meditation]. If it’s
where it’s somewhere peaceful and quiet, I might do it, taking stock of things, calming
down. For me it’s a quest to understand my place—why I’m here, to feel a reason for
being alive,” she says, philosophically. “And thinking about how we all fit into each
other’s lives—trying to think about the bigger picture and what it all means. Sometimes
we can get lost in the day-to-day things and forget why we’re here. There are times I
wonder these things…” As she ponders her final reflections, Purnima grows even more
contemplative and thoughtful. “No one’s ever asked me these questions before, it really
made me think about a lot of things…”
Conclusion
As our meeting comes to an end, I find myself intrigued by Purnima’s sense of
Indian identity. It is not concrete, solid, or tangible, but ethereal, held together by
invisible threads of awe, spirituality, and lineage. Her Indian identity does not conform
easily to Indian standards or Western psychological models. It is not based upon location
or place, or the traditions of Indians currently living in India, but upon the ancestral
connections within her. Despite her literal separation from the Indian subcontinent and
early experiences of exclusion and discrimination, she does not define herself as being
perpetually in-between or with a hybrid sense of identity, but simply Indian.
Overall, she has gained a sense of calm, soothing, and lightness from witnessing
the arts of Learning by Doing. Through her desire to ensure the survival of ancient
traditions, she has been inspired to carry them on in her own sense of spirituality, through
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contemplation, peace, quiet, and a humility and reverence for the Temple of Ancient
Knowing. Her internal connection with India is not fixed, but poised. It is filled with a
quest for meaning and spirituality, of existential questions of life and the cosmos. It is
ripe with possibilities, a doorway into the deep, ancestral connections within her, and
laden with a desire to pursue her own, authentic relationship with India, in all the regional
and ethnic shades of who she truly is.
“Maya”
On my way to meet Maya for our first session, I pull into a parking space near a
cluster of Brownstone style brick buildings. Overlooking a busy rotary in a progressive
Boston suburb, the area has a distinctive charm to it, easily accessible by car yet
surprisingly lush and spacious for early March. As the sun sets, I walk around the
building and up the stairs to Maya’s condo. She greets me with the same jovial, fun
loving presence that I remember, having met her at various events in New England over
the last couple of years. With family origins from the state of Maharasthra, her light, tan
skin, broad nose, and long, tousled, black hair gives away her North Indian heritage.
The inside of her condo has a lived in look, complete with play areas for her
orange tabby cat, bits of torn up cardboard and scratching posts on either end of the living
room. “I give him the boxes so he doesn’t do that!” she says, pointing to the claw marks
on the side of a sandy colored loveseat, “but it’s a second hand sofa anyway.” As she
goes into the kitchen to pour me a glass of water, I take a look around. I’m intrigued by
the artwork on the wall. It looks local and has a colorful, earthy quality to it. I wonder if
she knows the artist, and later discover that the pieces were indeed painted by her mother.
Besides the typical flat screen television and CD player, there are also Indian magazines
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and newspapers strewn about on the coffee table, telltale signs of her Indian heritage.
However, what makes her home truly distinctive is the host of science fiction
paraphernalia scattered around the room, including plastic renditions of Dr. Spock, a
rubber snake, and a wooden picture of a small, green three-eyed monster in a jar.
Dressed comfortably in a dark blue t-shirt, checkered knit house pants, and thick,
gray, wool socks, Maya returns to the living room and gets settled. As I set up my
recording equipment, she casually stretches out her legs on the coffee table, scratching
and smooching to get her cat to join her on the couch. “Come here!” she calls. The cat
ignores her, investigating my bags. “He’ll come up when he feels like it. Cats don’t
come when they’re bidden! He does, but…there’s a pride involved. ‘I’ll come when I feel
like it ‘cause you called,’” she says, playfully, impersonating her cat in a high voice.
Background
A few years after her parents emigrated from India, Maya tells me, she was born
in the late sixties in Illinois. Moving to a small, suburban town in New England shortly
afterwards, she and her younger sister received their cultural education primarily from
their mother. There they attended the equivalent of Hindu Sunday school for Indians
where Maya learned to speak her family’s native language. “She taught us Marathi, also.
She taught us how to read and write,” she says in a casual American accent. “Well, in
high school I learned Spanish, but I don’t really remember, you know, ‘cause I haven’t
practiced. But yeah, Marathi.” At Sunday school, she also learned about Hindu
mythology and had the opportunity to participate in Indian religious and artistic rituals.
“As kids we used to do a lot of the cultural things, and Sunday school, and all that kind of
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stuff. So we learned a lot about […]—Amar Chitra Katha’s2, […] the mythology and
traditions. […] My parents—my mom taught a lot of it anyway. […] We’d do the
rangolis3, and…pujas4, sathana pujas and stuff like that,” she says, nonchalantly tossing
around Indian terms with American jargon.
At forty-one years of age, Maya grew up during the post-1965 immigration wave
in the United States like myself. To maintain connections with their extended family,
most of who still lived in Mumbai, Maya and her family traveled to India every couple of
years when she was young. “As kids, since we’d have more vacation time…we would
stay in the summers—actually in the winter too. We’d skip school!” Maya says, laughing
with glee. “But we’d stay for like two to three months at a time, so really, extended visits.
My dad would have to come back for work, but the three of us would stay. And so—that
really helped, cause you know, we got to know our cousins, play with them every day
and […] so we’d still feel close to them even though we didn’t see them very often…”
she says, quietly. “As kids it was harder to write letters and you know…wait awhile. So
it’s—it’s different. […] Cause growing up, India was like, on the other side of the world.
[…] You had to wait for the blue aerogram letter!” She laughs heartily in a high-pitched
voice. As she speaks, I remember the days of telegrams and snail mail from India from
my own childhood in the U.S., when air travel and international phone calls were a
luxury, and we sometimes did not have a chance speak to our relatives for years.

2

An organization that publishes Indian comic books and magazines for children (Amar
Chitra Katha, 2008)
3
Traditional Indian geometric designs, symbols, and mandalas made out of rice paste or
powder (Oxford Dictionaries, 2011)
4
Puja (n.d.): Hindu rituals of purification and blessings, involving offerings to Gods and
Goddesses often with incense, and chanting, performed at home or in a temple.
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The distance she experienced between life in India and the United States became
further magnified by the New England demographics at that time. She and her family
were one of few Indian families in the area, driving miles for Indian groceries with very
few places to express their Indian heritage. “And growing up we were […] barely the
only Indians around. It was pretty sparse. […] It was more homogenous back then,” she
says, referring to what was at that time a mostly white, middle class, suburban population
in her hometown. “There was the Hare Krishna movement in Boston, we used to go to
their things sometimes, but there wasn’t a temple. […] And no one really knew anything
about [India]. There weren’t all these Indian restaurants around, Chinese restaurants.
There weren’t any food courts with like Chinese food—you know, it was really
different.” She tells me how her family was so conspicuous as Indians, that the post
office once delivered a letter from India to their house without an address. “And we GOT
it! HA HA HA HA Ha hahahahahahahahaha! I was like…we didn’t even notice. My
uncle was reading it and he was like, ‘you GOT this?’” She laughs again with delight.
Although Maya does not recall any overt experiences of discrimination growing
up in the States, she was regularly confronted with various micro aggressions and a lack
of understanding about her ethnic background as a child. “People didn’t know much, you
know. Like, this is to the extreme, but I remember once in high school, one girl said, ‘Are
you Christian?’ or something. And I said, ‘No,’ and she said, ‘So you must be Jewish,
right?’” she laughs. “I was like…there are other things in the world, ahahahaha!”
During her adolescence and early adulthood, Maya’s relationship to her Indian
heritage began to shift as she developed feelings and attractions towards other women.
“So like, you kind of always knew in a way, but…[…] like the words, actual words, even
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though feelings were there, I didn’t know what it meant,” she tells me, growing up with
no validation of same sex relationships within an Indian context. “Because I didn’t know
any history in India, like we were just invisible. […] It was kind of a subconscious,
unconscious divide or whatever, that…you can’t be Indian and gay. […] I mean, did the
same thing happen to you?” I am surprised at her sudden question to me, and I wonder
whether the interview is feeling too personal too soon for her. I briefly share how I
repressed my own same sex attractions when I was younger, and it seems to help her
relax and shape her own interpretations about herself. “Even when I didn’t think about it,
I think it was like an unconscious thing that I didn’t even think about it. BECAUSE—oh,
I’m Indian, so that must not be real, or I can’t tell anybody about that, you know what I
mean?”
It was after leaving home to attend a liberal arts university on the East Coast that
Maya was able to find the language to express her inner reality and finally come out as
gay. “It was more in college, I would say, when I was officially coming out to other
people. […] I didn’t really know much about it till I went to college.” However, the gay
support organizations she encountered were mostly white and were not able to provide
her with the cultural perspective and understanding she needed. “When you’re in college
or whatever, the groups that were there were very…homogenous…at the
university…white. […] It was like…hmmm…it didn’t…it was very difficult, yeah.” Not
knowing any other gay Indians at the time, she found herself avoiding Indian campus
associations and events. “It was hard,” she says softly, “and especially when I thought I
was alone. Then it was extremely hard. I mean, I had friends, […] and other friends who
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were straight but supportive, […] I just didn’t know Indians…the bigger
community…was there one out there?
Now, Maya is out in certain contexts and communities that she chooses,
particularly her immediate family, other gay Indians, and close friends. “I mean you
come out in different ways, different times. […] It depends. I’m more out to individuals.
Like certain friends at work. Or certain friends here and there. […] It depends on where I
am and what the thing is. As opposed to everybody at work, or you know. […] My family
has been supportive, so it hasn’t really…I mean it strengthened it maybe. […]
Yeah….heh….they’ve given up, I’m too old for now!” she says impishly, laughing in
pipsqueaks. “I mean, even my grandmother, she also said, ‘Yeah, not every woman has to
get married.’” However, although Maya is regularly involved in local Indian events, she
is not out to the local Indian community. “Not…the Indian community. I don’t know, I
don’t know what they’d think.”
Despite her doubts about the Indian community accepting her, her connection to
the Indian arts is strong. She currently takes light classical Indian voice lessons and is
involved in arranging and volunteering for local Indian music festivals and organizations.
Interestingly, the few genres of music she does not like are from classical European and
American roots. “I used to be into Western classical, but not as much anymore. […] I
don’t really enjoy country western as much. And I don’t really—I’ve never been able to
really understand jazz. Not that I hate it, but I just don’t really appreciate it. Or elevator-y
like music.” However, like the eclectic identity which she describes later, her remaining
musical tastes are surprisingly diverse, ranging from light Indian classical music to
American folk, rock and pop, classic rock, musicals, Bhangra, salsa mixes and other
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world music. “I have a huge, eclectic collection of things that I really like, it doesn’t
really matter. […] I just—hahahaha! Bop around in the car from one song to the other.”
Initially when I ask Maya how she identifies, she prioritizes her ethnic identity.
“Indian hyphen American…or first generation. […] To me it’s literal. It’s like my parents
were not born here but I was. And their country of origin was India, so…IndianAmerican.” Although she practices as a chemist and owns her own condominium, Maya
prefers to avoid any associations with class and caste. “I was born into a Brahmin family
but I don't care about it, we've done too much harm over the centuries...[…] Socioeconomic, I guess I would be middle class or lower middle class, but again I don't really
use it as an identifier.” However, as I probe further into the details of her identity, the
process of defining herself becomes more difficult. “It’s hard to say, like I don’t know if
you can define…I don’t really know…what it means…to be…American values, Indian
values. […] I mean sometimes I’m Indian, sometimes I’m American, sometimes I’m just
a scientist. […] Um…there’s a whole mixture of stuff that’s me. […] Sometimes I’m just
a tomboy […]. Or gay or straight, it could be mixed with all sorts of…science stuff-y
things. So it’s kinda hard to define…”
Through culturally specific music, imagery and discussion, Maya explores the
dimensions of her ethnic identity in various contexts. The theme, Kaleidoscopic, reflects
her identifications with not just one identity, but with an eclectic mix of sci-fi, Indian,
feminist, gay, and global identities. Light classical Hindustani music evokes the Indian
themes, Mythological and Spiritually Hindu through images of Hindu Gods and family
visits to India. The second theme, Modern Interpretations of Ancient Myths, reflects
multiple re-configurations of Maya’s “nontraditional” Indian identity through sci-fi,
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feminist, and transgender interpretations of ancient Indian lore. The final theme, It’s a
Small World, After All, symbolizes Maya’s changing Indian identity within the larger
context of an increasingly virtual and globalized world, including an emerging gay Indian
identity.
Culturally Centered Music & Imagery
“Ooh, you got a haircut!” says Maya chummily, as I arrive at her condo for the
next session a few weeks later. “Let me see your necklace,” she says, inspecting a
pendant I’m wearing inscribed in Sanskrit, which she knows how to read. A bright, sunny
afternoon, we make ourselves comfortable on the sofa in the living room again. “I have a
strong […] dream imagery,” she says, as I ask her about her background with visual
imagery. “Even when I’m dreaming, it’s really vivid.” In particular, she listens to music
to change her mood, and her mother has led guided relaxations with music for her.
“Certain albums or certain songs I like, I get right back into that mode. My vitamin pill,
or my ‘valium.’” However, she is wary about experiencing the same level of imagery
with new or unfamiliar music. “It depends. If you have a new song that you’re going to
play, it might not be the same.”
I am curious about the sense of mixed identity that Maya mentioned in our first
meeting, and inquire further. “It’s a good feeling. Just, you know, I like the diversity and
I like being interested in all sorts of things. It’s kinda like…to enjoy life and get my
fingers in all sorts of—you know…” she trails off, as if she thinks I already know what
she is talking about. “I mean, it’s just sort of a big mix of things in here. […] Like I’m
not always thinking, ‘I’m this, this, this, this and this.’ But if I’m walking down the street
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and I see someone who’s Indian, I’ll smile and say ‘Hi.’ It just depends where I am, what
I’m doing.”
I ask her what she might call this mixed identity. “Just very eclectic. I guess that’s
a good word.” She thinks for a moment and suddenly becomes inspired.
“Kaleidoscopic!” she says with a smile, her eyes wide, and we decide to use this as a
starting point for the Music & Imagery experience. I close the shades to help her focus
internally and ask her to make herself comfortable. “La!!” she says zanily, leaning back
into the couch like she has taken an instant relaxation pill. “Come here, help me relax!”
she says, calling to her cat. He nimbly jumps up near her and purrs loudly as she runs her
fingers through his fur. “He’ll help me guide…” she explains, recalling a scene from one
of her favorite fantasy books. “I guess it was Swiftly Tilting Planet, the dog helps her
relax and go into her brother’s mind.”
I guide her to bring her attention inwards and relax her thoughts, feeling her
head resting back on the pillow. Sitting up with her legs stretched out in front of her, she
closes her eyes and takes a few breaths. Given her apprehension about imaging to
unknown music, I choose a supportive piece that she is familiar with, Ahir Bhairav5, a
light Indian classical selection from the album Call of the Valley (Chaurasia, Kabra, &
Sharma, 1997, track 1). As the drone of the tanpura begins, the plucked strings of the
santoor slowly introduce the notes of the raga in free improvisation. Although this
opening emphasizes the raga’s flavor of pathos with an emphasis on “re” and “ga,”
Maya experiences the piece as relaxing. “That kind of plucking, I can feel it relaxing,

5

Ahir Bhairav is a traditional Indian raga using the ascending and descending scale, Sa re
Ga ma Pa Dha ni Sa (Bor, 1999), equivalent to C Db E F G A Bb C in Western notation.
It is associated with pre-dawn. For more details, see Appendix C.
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massaging me. I can feel it in the back of my head, kind of in this area,” she says,
gesturing towards the base of her skull.
As the gentle sound of a bamboo flute enters, Maya’s visual imagery begins to
form. “Now I see a river, I can see a river flowing…the flute reminds me of Krishna,” she
says, referring to the Hindu incarnation of God, Lord Krishna. I encourage her to stay
with the music as her imagery continues to unfold. “It’s a sunny day, peaceful, in
Kashmir, in the valley…. It’s early morning. I can hear the cows lowing…like they do
when they need to be milked.” Her images of Krishna speak to the first two themes of her
Indian identity, Mythological and Spiritual Hindu.
As the piece comes to an end, Maya opens her eyes, returning to ordinary
consciousness. She attributes seeing images of Krishna “cause of the flute,” remembering
reading comic book stories and myths about Krishna and other Hindu Gods as a child,
where he is often depicted playing the flute. “Yeah, I used to read the Indian mythology
and all of those stories—I loved them! […] I read Amar Chitra Katha’s and
Chandamama’s and like, comic—Indian comic books. I don’t know if you ever saw
those?” she asks me, inquisitively. I remember them quite vividly, in fact, and was
fascinated with them as well as a child.
Although her starting image was one of a Kaleidoscopic or eclectic identity, for
Maya, the Indian music idioms in Ahir Bhairav (Chaurasia, Kabra, & Sharma, 1997,
track 1) seem to hone in on her Indian identity. “Just that d-ee—ee, that noise,” she says,
describing a typical Indian gamaka6. “It’s kinda relaxing, it’s kind of massaging. […] I
guess it’s the Indian part of me,” she says, thoughtfully. “It reminds me of when I went to
6

A gamaka is an idiomatic musical gesture typical of classical Indian music, involving a
combination of slides, microtones, and ornamentation (Kassebaum, 2000)
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Kashmir with my cousins and aunts, we all went and had a great time. […] It was a big
trip, a nice trip. It was kind of a fun time.” She becomes quiet as our session comes to an
end.
As I reflect on this session later, I am curious that her gay identity does not seem
to be included in this imagery. Indeed, her images seem to reflect only her ethnicity. I
learn later that her extended family, including the cousins and aunts that she went to
Kashmir with, don’t necessarily know that she is gay. In fact, she refers to this dynamic
as “don’t ask, don’t tell,” in which her family members avoid any direct discussion or
acknowledgement of her sexual orientation, only asking leading and indirect questions. In
turn, Maya does not offer any information about herself either. “I wonder if they’re
beginning to piece things together,” she tells me later in our final session, “but they’ve
never asked. So I don’t know. […] I mean, my aunt asked me before, like, ‘How come
you never got married?’ […] ‘Didn’t you want kids?’ […] ‘You never felt the urge to be
with…you know, married?’ She was trying to be euphemistic. I was like, ‘No…’ And, I
don’t know, she hasn’t asked recently. […] They know I’m not going to get married.
They don’t really dig into why. […] And as far as cousins or people younger than—
nephews and nieces, they’re probably more clued in. They just don’t ask.”
Themes
“Helloooo?” Maya yodels playfully from the top of the stairs, as I arrive a few
weeks later for our last meeting. She seems more relaxed and comfortable this time, and I
wonder if the intimacy of the Music & Imagery session has brought us closer in some
way. “Did you appreciate the Spock cup?” she says with a twinkle in her eye, offering me
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a glass of water with Dr. Spock on it. We chat about Star Trek for a few minutes and her
love of sci-fi but quickly settle down from where we left off last time.
Mythological. As we discuss the meaning of her images, of Krishna, cows, rivers,
and Kashmir, it becomes clear that Indian mythology is a deep part of Maya’s
consciousness. It is not simply a hobby, but seems to represent the Mythological part of
her Indian identity. “Those stories are so much in my head, that I can call them up if I
remember.” Although I remember reading stories of Krishna as a child, I cannot quite
recall all of the details, and she eagerly shares the myth of his birth with me. “His mother
was, well she was the sister of Kamsa, who was the… wicked uncle king. […] And he
had this dream or vision that one of his sister’s children was going to kill him.” As she
speaks, visions of the myth start coming back to me. “So like, I never understood why he
didn’t just kill her! But instead he put her in jail, but he still allowed the husband to visit.
I don’t know why they did that,” she says, determined to find meaning in the characters’
behaviors and actions. “Anyway, so his sister was pregnant in jail, so they had guards
[…]. But when the baby was born…um…I don’t remember if it was the girl first?” she
says, hesitantly. “I think the first time a baby was born it was a girl. And he came in and
he killed the girl, do you remember that? And she said, ‘Don’t be stupid, he’s still coming
or something. I don’t know why the villains are always so stupid!” she says, dialoguing
with herself and bringing the tale alive and into the present day.
“But he, like, let her stay in jail with conjugal visits and what not, so she got
pregnant again. And this time when Krishna was born, all the guards fell asleep. So the
husband was able to take Krishna across the river, do you remember this story?” she says,
turning to me for confirmation. “So they switched babies. I think that’s what happened,
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so actually the girl—when he switched babies they brought the girl back so the girl was
killed. And the boy was taken to a different…so he was raised by an adoptive mother.”
She then relates this to the lowing cows she imagined to the music. “That’s how he
became a goatherd—cowherd. […] He crossed the river at night and he was raised by the
cowherds, in that village. […] You always see pictures of him with his cows by the
river.”
The theme, Mythological, not only represents Maya’s connection to the ancient
myths themselves, but the people and situations in her everyday life. “Sometimes I notice
things happening with other people in the world, and it reminds me of those myths. I’ll
think of it, or look it up, or Google—it’s on Google nowadays too—‘Oh, this is how…’
‘This is like that thing…’” She quotes a common adage about the Mahabharata, one of
the longest and most famous epic Indian poems in history. “Have you heard that saying
that…if it wasn’t written about in the Mahabharata, it’s never happened on earth,
because anything that could possibly happen, happened in the Mahabharata. Have you
heard that?” I suddenly feel very nostalgic and share a conversation that I had recently
with my own grandmother, where she did, indeed, compare our family stories and
histories to the Mahabharata. “SEEE!!!” she says, her voice squealing with excitement.
“If it didn’t happen—if it’s not written in the Mahabharata, it’s impossible that it could
have happened cause everything is in there. It’s HUGE! And then there’s stories from
stories, and connected stories,” she says, her passion becoming more and more infectious
with each word. “Yeah, and siblings fight and when I see things happening, I’m like,
‘That’s just the same sort of thing!’ Life hasn’t changed since—five thousand years ago
or whenever it was. So in that way, I recall things, […] characters come to mind.”
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Spiritually Hindu. Her image of Krishna and the sound of the flute not only
symbolize a mythological connection to her Indian identity, but a spiritual connection as
well. “That’s the form of God that I think of the most, if I think of an image of a God,
instead of, like, general energy, power or whatever. I don’t know—who knows what’s
out there? That’s how I worship, or that’s the image that I usually think of as a symbol of
God, or something like that. […] What really happened or who created the world? No
one really knows, so…. But it’s hard to picture a vague energy. So if I’m thinking of
something specific, it’s usually Krishna’s image.”
However, Maya’s association with Krishna does not manifest as traditionally
Hindu. Instead, she prefers to identify as Spiritually Hindu, distinguishing between
religion and spirituality. “More like spiritually Hindu. Spiritual, more than religious, if
there’s a difference. It’s more of a spiritual kind of feeling, than [to] have to follow all the
rites and rituals and, like, orthodox and all that. It’s more of a cultural feeling or a
traditional feeling.” She is also selective about which aspects of Hinduism she subscribes
to and practices, embracing some of the cultural and traditional beliefs of Hinduism but
not all of its customs or practices. “Sometimes I go to the temple in Ashland, but not like,
you know—religiously. […] Like some of the beliefs, but not a lot of the customs. […]
Like I still believe in reincarnation and some of the…karma? Like things that you do
come back to you, that kind of thing.”
One way her Spiritually Hindu identity manifests is through creating her own
versions of prayer. “I pray every day, […] just my own thoughts, not a set sloka7 or
something. It’s more like a gratitude prayer, or either appreciating or thanking for what
7

sloka (2011): Sanskrit couplet consisting of a certain number of syllables, often sung or
chanted
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happened, or what’s there, or asking or praying for something.” She describes a ritual her
father conducted to bless her new condo. “Like you know what the Shanti Vastu is, when
you move into a new house? You do that to appease…any spirits that are left over from
the other owner. And […] to say, ‘We’re here now, so please let us be here in peace.’ It’s
more like peace of mind. […] ‘If anybody’s here from before, if I’ve offended anybody
by moving, whatever, please forgive.’ And then there’s the prayer on my fridge, it says
like, ‘And let this house be welcoming to people, let people here appreciate artists, and
support patriots, and students…. There’s this whole thing, it’s nice, actually.” I have only
vaguely heard of such a ritual and my own sense of spiritual curiosity is aroused. She gets
up and retrieves the English translation from her kitchen refrigerator for me to peruse.
Although the prayer is ancient and Hindu, it clearly speaks to her present day life and
sense of spirituality. “It’s old isn’t it? But it seems modern. And it still resonates for
today.”
Modern Interpretations of Ancient Myths. While the identity and themes she
describes above seem to pivot around Maya’s sense of being Indian, it becomes apparent
that the Indian in her does not exist in isolation from her other identities. In the final
portion of our meeting, her Kaleidoscopic identity suddenly comes to life, reflecting
various configurations of the Indian, sci-fi, gay, and feminist parts of her through the
theme Modern Interpretations of Ancient Myths. “Like I don’t read the comic books
anymore, really, unless I happen to stumble upon them and I’m like ‘Oooh!’” she says,
playfully. Instead, she seeks out variations on the original stories written by
contemporary authors. “Like different versions of Mahabharata, or like different re-
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writings? So I always look for like different versions of retellings or whatever. It’s fun to
do. […] Yeah, or different perspectives.”
Sci-fi interpretations. At one point, I mention how I always remembered Krishna
depicted with blue skin, both in the comic books I used to read as a child and in
contemporary artwork. “Yup!” she laughs. “Maybe he was an alien.” I laugh, too,
thinking she is joking. However, she continues in earnest. “You never know! They depict
gods with four arms and three heads and blue skin and all these spaceships and weapons.
You don’t know what really happened. It could have been an alien! Like they have the
discs, and they have thunderbolts, and they have flying garudas, and all this stuff. That’s
just a translation, you don’t know what they really were…why they came blue and why
they had all these arms…” I’m in a bit of disbelief, still thinking she is kidding. However,
as I listen to her speak, after awhile her words do not sound so far fetched after all.
She goes on to describe a sci-fi interpretation of another mythical Hindu God,
Lord Ganesh, who is typically portrayed with the head of an elephant on top of a human
body. “…Why Ganesh is depicted with an elephant head? Maybe that’s just what he
looked like […]. There’s this guy who looked at ancient myths. One of them was, if you
look at an astronaut with a big, big globular head and the oxygen tube, maybe people
thought that looked like an elephant head,” she says, with conviction. “A visitor, yeah.
Cause they always…all the gods in all the religions and all the stories, they always say,
‘They came from the sky, and they left, but they’re going to come back someday.’ […]
They all have these powers—magical powers, and you know. You never know!” she says
with a gleam in her eye.
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She recounts another modern sci-fi novel of Ramayana, another famous Indian
epic poem. “There was actually a retelling, kind of a sci-fi retelling called Prince of
Ayodhya. […] And it’s by Bankar, Ashok Bankar. So that was kind of interesting to read,
just for fun, as a story. I don’t worship him, but as a story, it’s kind of interesting to read.
It’s just, you know, it’s fun to think of, with my sci-fi bent,” she says, now casually
throwing off her theories as just fun.
Feminist interpretations. Before I have a chance to ask why she does not worship
Rama, she goes onto explain her disdain of him. “Yeah, but I wasn’t into Rama, I didn’t
like him abandoning his wife. Do you remember him abandoning his wife in the forest? I
was like, psshht, he’s not my God,” she says, laughing. She then describes the infamous
story of Rama and his wife, Sita, beginning with Sita’s capture, Rama’s ultimate rescue
of her, and the ensuing rumors of her unfaithfulness. “After all that trouble of rescuing
her. When he came back there were rumors, ‘Oh, maybe she was captured—maybe she
wasn’t captured, maybe she went willingly’ or whatever, ‘Maybe they had an affair.’ […]
And then she walked through fire to prove her fidelity, and she survived that unscathed.
[…] And after that…” she says, thinking out loud and trying to recall the timeline of the
story. “Yeah—and after that, he still abandoned her in the forest with her pregnancy. She
was pregnant! With twins! I’m like, ‘People worship this guy as a God??’ WHY???!!! I
don’t—I never understood that. […] I never understood why they overlook that bit!” she
says irately.
The “feminist” part of her, a label that she confirms through a later email, is not
only a voice against sexism and the oppression of women found in ancient Hindu
mythology, but also a celebration of women’s lives and perspectives. For Maya, this
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manifests through her identification with contemporary, feminist movies and novels of
Hindu myths. “And then that Sita Sings the Blues video, did you see that? It’s an
animated movie where Sita sings the blues. It’s good, yeah, you should see it […].
There’s a blues soundtrack to it, it’s really cool.” I am fascinated by the combination of
Indian myths and blues music, and wonder how I have never heard of it.
“I don’t know if you’ve read Temple—no, what is it? It’s [written by]
Chitra…Divakaruni. And I have to look up the name of the book.” I discover later that
she is referring to Palace of Illusion. “But it’s—do you remember Draupadi?” I nod,
Draupadi being one of the few characters in the Mahabharata that I do remember. “It’s
her version of what happened, dealing with five husbands. It’s kind of a modern retelling.
So I always try to read things that are related, or I try to always go back to that mythology
or history or whatever they call it.”
Queer interpretations. Despite the absence of explicit Indian gay and lesbian
characters in the ancient Hindu myths that Maya has read, she has begun to notice queer
themes. Viewing the myths through a queer lens, she re-interprets events and characters
in her favorite stories, beginning to reconcile the unconscious divide between these two
parts of herself.
“Now if I dig around, you can find stories. Like in the Mahabharata, do you
remember…? I don’t remember his name,” she says, beginning yet another story from
her encyclopedic knowledge of Indian mythology. “He was born as a girl—Umbica, he
was born as Umbica. The sisters—do you remember Umbica, Umba and Umbalica? And
Bishma captured them for his father [to marry]. And [Umbica] said, ‘Well I had someone
[I was engaged to] at home. So, I really don’t want to marry your father.’ So Bishma said,
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‘Okay, go back.’ But when she went back, [her fiancé] said, ‘Well, you were already
taken by the king, so how can I marry you? […] It would be below me, dishonorable to
marry you now.’ […] So she vowed revenge on Bishma. Do you remember this?” she
says, looking to me for confirmation again, not realizing that my own knowledge of
Indian mythology is sparse in comparison to hers. “She didn’t die, she actually…after she
prayed to Shiva or whoever she prayed to, she transformed into a man. So it’s like M to
F, F to M, whatever,” she says, referring to a female to male transsexual. “Then as a man,
she came back in the battle to fight and kill him.”
I do remember hearing of similar tales, with Gods using their powers to
transform into men and women. However, like Maya, I lacked exposure and the
terminology as a child to interpret such experiences as anything other than supernatural
feats and legends. “There’s different stories like that,” she says, describing another
transgender reference. “Shiva or Vishnu—one of them took the form of a woman, and
they mated and produced a child that was supposed to defeat some demon or do
something. So if you kind of look for it, you can find things in there. But at the time, I
didn’t really…” she drifts off.
It’s a small world, after all. The final theme, “It’s a Small World, After All,” a
phrase she coins in a later email, reflects Maya’s changing Indian identity within a
globalized context. Maya describes this as the impact of globalization on her Indian
identity. “And now, everyone knows about Bollywood and the latest, you know,
SlumDog and…whatever. Like even the Olympic ice skaters, they danced to the Bhangra
song, right? It’s so much more common, you can buy Naan in the grocery store, and […]
you can go to Stop N’ Shop and walk in the international aisle and pick up…my pickle,”
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she laughs, tickled at the idea. “Trader’s Joes, go get my instant Indian Food! […] It’s a
lot more common, so…the world has only gotten smaller,” she says poignantly, like she
is reciting a proverb.
It’s a Small World, After All also speaks to the instant online and virtual
connections Maya now experiences with her extended family, in contrast to the vast
distance she experienced between the U.S. and India as a child. “Now since we have
email and Facebook, we sort of—and Skype, […] you keep in touch more. I don’t have
Skype but my sister does, so I do Facebook and chat. I’ll chat with my cousins in
Bangalore or Gujarat, […] like, I’ll AIM like ‘Hi!’ Which is,” she laughs giddily, “a very
weird feeling. ‘Oh you’re in India, twelve hours ahead of us, Hi! How are you doing?’
It’s kind of funny, kind of surreal. Cause growing up, India was like, on the other side of
the world, and now it’s on my computer, and I’m like, ‘La lala la!’” she says, in a silly
tone. “It’s so surreal.”
Globalization and online connections also facilitated the establishment of the
South Asian Queer Diaspora and its various organizations across North America, such as
TRIKONE, as well as Desh Pardesh, a queer arts and political conference in the nineties.
It was through this context that Maya was able to finally overcome feelings of self-doubt
and start to manifest her gay, Indian self, developing a collective identification as a
global, gay Indian. “You know, it wasn’t exactly self-hatred, but a little bit of, umm…
self conflict or fear, whatever. It took awhile to get through everything. […] Really after
these TRIKONE movements started to come out, I realized, ‘Oh, it’s not just me.’ […] I
remember meeting the first other gay Indian person, and I was like ‘Really??? There’s
two of us???’ You know what I mean? […] And then MASALA was established, so, like,
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there were people here, and email and internet. […] Boston, San Francisco, Atlanta, D.C.,
New York, SALGA—all these groups started like popping up all of a sudden…[…]
Chicago even.”
The groups also gave her the social support and validation she had been looking
for, helping her to begin to integrate the gay and the Indian in her and see a larger picture.
“Yeah, being able to reach out, going to the conferences in Toronto like Desh Pardesh,
[…] they were FABULOUS. Like, learning more of what’s out there and—you know,
just getting exposure, and just, slowly…[…] That’s when it started to fuse, started to feel
more integrated…connected. […] Realizing, just integrating that this is all over the
world, not just…American or not just whatever you see around you. Being gay is all over
the world, it’s not just white American, it’s like people of color, Indians, black and white,
whatever. […] And even in India now, there’s a lot of gay rights stuff going on…[…]
There’s more like…acknowledgement.”
Through identifying with a collective, globalized, gay Indian identity rather than
simply as a gay individual, Maya was finally able to garner the courage to come out to
friends and family. “Well, the hard part was trying to figure out how to come out to my
parents. […] They would say things and have these views or political views…which
made me think they wouldn’t be supportive. You know, like even in passing, like
watching the news or whatever, they’d go like ‘oh the blah blah blah,’ or ‘this and that’
like ‘Mrrrrn!’” she grunts theatrically, describing their negative reaction to gay topics.
“Which made me wonder like, ‘What are they going to think if they know that I’m like
this?’ […] I don’t think it would have happened if it was just me, isolated,” she says,
referring to coming out to her parents at all. “So that helped a lot.”
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Conclusion
As our sessions come to an end, I feel like I have been on a mythical journey
through Maya’s Kaleidoscopic insides, traveling through time to the individual, cultural,
ethnic, and global dimensions of her psyche. Like the pieces of a kaleidoscope, Maya’s
Indian identity is only one of her many multi-colored identities, creating a unique pattern
along with her various sci-fi, feminist, and gay identities. Like the image of a
kaleidoscope changes depending upon how it moves and where it is pointed, Maya’s
identity changes upon the context, depending on whom she is with and where she is.
From Lord Krishna, aliens and spaceships, to feminist blues myths and transgender Gods
and Goddesses, however, her good-humor and light-heartedness make the process seem
easy.
Through Culturally Centered Music and Imagery, light Indian classical music
provided a positive Indian context for Maya’s Kaleidoscopic identity, allowing the
Mythological and Spiritually Hindu parts of her to emerge. Modern Interpretations of
Ancient Myths expresses an expanded Indian identity, molding and shaping itself within a
personal, feminist, and gay context. It’s a Small World, After All further expands her
Indian identity within a global context, helping her to integrate her gay, Indian selves,
and allowing the possibility of re-creating and living new myths of her own life.

“Siddharth”
As I walk down the quiet, neighborhood street towards my Boston apartment, a
slim and tall Siddarth approaches in the distance. He smiles and waves. As he comes
closer, I am struck by his lanky gait and easygoing manner. Although this is not our first
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meeting, he looks so undeniably South Indian to me that I almost mistake him for a
relative. Originally from the state of Tamil Nadu like myself, I first met Siddarth a few
years ago through a mutual acquaintance. Knowing only a few other Indians in the area at
the time, I found his friendliness and politeness refreshing and was surprised to discover
many similarities in our mutual backgrounds. Exchanging stories over the occasional cup
of tea, I became intrigued with his attitude towards India and eventually invited him to
participate in my study.
He arrives at my apartment exactly on time, wearing a dark blue sweatshirt, khaki
pants, and square-rimmed glasses not unlike my own. Despite a late February chill, his
copper toned skin is very typical of his Indian heritage, perfectly smooth with not a
wrinkle in sight. At thirty-seven years of age, his face is full of a boyish softness of
youth, a receding hairline barely visible. As I go into the kitchen to prepare some
refreshments, Siddarth sits squarely on the edge of the futon couch. My Labrador
retriever wags her tail enthusiastically and pokes her wet nose in his face. He flinches and
pats her gingerly on the head. “What are you chewing on, huh Elsie?” he says, making
friendly conversation. I settle in across from him in a rolling office chair and offer him a
cup of Thai herbal tea as we begin. “This is really good,” he says, graciously, “it has just
the right amount of sweetness.”

Background
Born in the mid-sized city of Vellore, India, Siddarth and his brother grew up in
unusual circumstances, raised by his aunts and grandparents. “It’s significant enough in
my life that I should probably mention it. […] My parents, after we were born--well my
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dad in pursuit of work, traveled a lot within the country. […] So my brother and I were
always raised by my grandparents, my aunts. So, we never lived with my parents at all—
ever.”
Typical of highly educated Indians in postcolonial India who learn English at a
young age, he is extremely articulate, speaking impeccable English with a nasal Indian
accent. He is in fact more comfortable speaking in English than his native Tamil, which
he has forgotten how to write and was surrounded by less and less after moving to the
west coast of India in primary school. Well versed and educated about world cultures, he
speaks “Tamil, Hindi, Marathi, English, some French,” as well as Mandarin, which he
picked up from traveling abroad and through his cross-cultural circle of friends.
From a similar background myself, I can’t help but notice how Brahmin
Siddarth’s last name sounds. “Very, very, very,” he laughs, rolling his “R’s.” Although
he currently identifies as American middle class, his family is originally from the
Brahmin caste, the highest social class in India, traditionally associated with priesthood,
religion, scholarship and the arts. Growing up as a member of the Brahmin community,
Siddarth was expected to participate in Hindu rituals and temple ceremonies, following
strict guidelines of behavior by his family. “Growing up in India, we sort of just fell in
with all the practices with the family, you know, go to temples, do the things that
Brahmin kids are usually supposed to do…” However, he never admired being Brahmin
and in fact intentionally rejected its traditions, history, “blind faith” and conditioning as
he grew older. “I had all sorts of issues with the caste system and you know, like the
history of oppression that the Brahmins perpetrated. So I never found that an admirable
quality, so I just rejected it…outright.”
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Instead, he identifies as a Buddhist. “Later, after college or during college, I
started to get interested in philosophy and things like that so I read up on Buddhism, and
since then I’ve seen myself as a Buddhist. Though, I don’t really belong to any sangha, or
I haven’t taken Buddhist vows, but I can relate to the Buddhist teachings. They seem
relevant to me, in a way in which the Brahmin rites and rituals never did.” However,
Buddhism is not a religious identity for him, but a philosophical one. “[The] Buddhism
that I practice is very secular and skeptical in nature, sort of questioning,” he says
hesitantly. “I don’t accept any more of Buddhism than can be justified through my own
experience. And I don’t know what that makes me—some sort of skeptical or qualified
Buddhist.”
Growing up surrounded by Indian classical music and Bharathanatyam dance,
which his aunts taught, Siddarth was exposed to a variety of Indian artistic forms as a
child. “Well, a lot of Bollywood. […] It was also like Tamil pop music, like music from
films.” However, he had no interest in music or the arts a child, particularly popular
music. Consistent with his attitude towards his own South Indian experience, he also
found South Indian Karnatic music “a very narrow sort of discipline.” However, as he
grew older, he developed a taste for the music of his heritage, particularly North Indian
Hindustani music. “Karnatic came much later, it’s even, maybe not until my early
twenties. […] I didn’t get into Hindustani until much, much later, but I’m actually—I
actually find that I sort of prefer Hindustani to Karnatic.”
In contrast to his traditional Indian upbringing, after moving to Goa and Bombay
during secondary school, Siddarth’s attraction to Western culture began. “That period in
my teenage years was a period of heavy experimentation for all sorts of things Western.
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So, but again—I should qualify that—not with things like drugs and so on,” he says, a
twinkle in his eye. “But […] I might have experimented with those had those things been
more readily available and I had more money,” he says with a dry sense of humor, “but
just growing up in India you just don’t have that. There are good things about living with
your family!”
Instead, he became enamored with English literature and philosophy, ultimately
falling in love with Austro-German classical music after discovering the Bach Toccata
and Fugue for the first time. “We had a CD, like a demo CD for a sound card that we
once bought for our computer that had some Bach and Mozart on it. […] And it sounded
marvelous. It sounded absolutely incredible! […] So I was hooked from then. Too do
Doooo, too do too do doo doo!” he sings in a mock organ voice, laughing with childlike
enjoyment. As he reminisces about his teenage years and his favorite classical composers,
he starts to relax, leaning back into the couch.
After earning a college degree in aerospace engineering, Siddarth landed a job in
the computer software industry in Bombay, a field he continues to work in today.
However, dissatisfaction with his job and a desire for new opportunities led him to pursue
work in the U.S. thirteen years ago. “There was a period while I was in India where I was
quite dissatisfied with my work, my job, my co-workers. It was one of the things that sort
of pushed me towards leaving India, you know, finding opportunities elsewhere.” In fact,
moving to the Boston area turned out to be one of the most significant events in his life,
affording him a new sense of freedom, perspective and identity. “Primarily the U.S.
meant, I think more than anything else, it meant um…independence. […] It was exciting
to be in a new place and to sort of have newer opportunities and meet new people and
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everything […]. It’s definitely given me some space to look—try to put things in
perspective.”
However, his sense of what it means to be an Indian living within a U.S. context
is not entirely clear. Despite privileging the culture and music of the West, he does not
experience an “American self” or identity. Although he has a sense of “Indian-ness,” at
times he feels distinctly “not-Indian.” “I don’t know whether it’s me, or being Indian, or
my personality, you know sometimes it’s hard to separate these things […]. I haven’t
been in many [social] situations where I’ve actually had to think deeply about who or
what I am.”
Through cross-cultural music, imagery and narrative, Siddarth explores the
unconscious realms of these ethnic voices and identities. European classical music evokes
images and themes from his “not-Indian” identity. The first theme, As Wide as the
Universe,” depicted by images of nature and feelings of liberation, describes Siddarth’s
life and “almost American” identity in the United States. The second theme, World
Citizen, an identity created in response to his immigration, describes a sense of global
identity beyond ethnicity. In contrast, Hindustani violin music evokes feelings and
images related to his Indian identity. The theme of Aesthetic Resonance describes his
affinity towards Indian artistic and cultural symbols, describing a metaphoric and musical
connection to his Indian heritage. The theme of Resiliency speaks to Siddarth’s efforts to
overcome childhood oppression through culturally specific images of mesmerizing
incense smoke. Finally, the theme of Reconciliation, represented through symbols of
parent and child, violin and tabla, touches upon Siddarth’s desire for personal resolution
with his oppressive Brahmin upbringing.
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Culturally Centered Music and Imagery
A couple of weeks later, I arrive at Siddarth’s apartment for the next session, a
quaint first floor dwelling in a working and middle class neighborhood. I suggested we
meet at his place to avoid any potential distractions by my dog, which he amiably agreed
to. Although close to bus stops and bustling city commuters, the street has a surprisingly
suburban feel to it, quiet with tall budding trees swaying overhead. Single and
heterosexual, Siddarth lives alone. He greets me at the door with a sheepish smile,
dressed comfortably in slippers and checkered knit pants. “I almost never get visitors […]
that’s another good thing about the U.S.,” he says gleefully, “very rarely do people drop
by unannounced!”
As I enter his apartment, I am immediately struck by its sense of spaciousness.
The walls are clean and white and look freshly painted. There are no decorations and very
few amenities, just the bare necessities. A small bookshelf sits in one corner, while a
modest, flat screen television lines the opposite wall. A computer monitor stands atop a
pressed wooden desk next to a single bed. Varnished wood floors flank bay windows.
Surprisingly, there is plenty of light even though the blinds are drawn. Despite or perhaps
because of its emptiness, the room is bright and full of presence. In fact, it feels more like
a meditation hall than an apartment.
He generously offers me a seat in a comfortable chair, and we begin where we left
off from the last session. I learn that although Siddarth has never experienced music and
imagery, he is indeed a meditator, practicing his own “homegrown” mindfulness
meditation since his early twenties. “Mindfulness of feelings, emotions, things of that
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sort. […] But nothing to the accompaniment of music. I’ve never done any guided
meditation or visualizations. I’m not a particularly visually imaginative sort of person.”
Themes
We switch seats and I instruct Siddarth to get himself in a comfortable position
and focus inwards. He sits on the edge of a worn, pea green armchair with his back
perfectly straight. “Choooooooo,” he exhales, breathing out audible sighs of release.
Utilizing Siddarth’s positive relationship with European classical music, I play a
recording of the first movement of the Dvorak string Serenade (1998, track 5). A
supportive piece with mostly consonant harmonies and little change or tension, my
intention is to introduce him to the experience of imaging to music, observing his comfort
level and his process of imaging to music. As the gentle violin melody begins, I guide him
to relax his neck and jaw, take a few deep breaths and tell me what he is experiencing.
He closes his eyes and listens thoughtfully and silently for several minutes. “Feels
very joyous actually,” he begins cheerfully. “Feels like I’m on the ocean, on a boat, on a
sunny day, just pleasantly so…just bobbing on the ocean.” As the second musical theme
begins, Siddarth’s natural visual imagery deepens. “The ocean’s not very quiet,
calm…but it’s not very choppy either,” he says slowly. Finally, the opening melody
returns, reaching into the upper octave of the violins, the inner voices undulating in
sixteenth note ostinatos. Siddarth’s experience expands. “It’s expanding…feels like wide
open space, pure space in all directions…” His arms and chest begin to relax and open,
his face is drawn upwards. “Wide expanses…wide expanses…as wide as possible…” he
repeats as if in a trance. “As wiiide as the universe!” he says, blissfully. The music fades
and Siddarth slowly returns to ordinary consciousness.
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I’m amazed at Siddarth’s transcendent response and did not expect him to have
such a deep and vivid experience the first time, especially given his lack of experience
with visualization. However, through further discussion, the images turn out to have a
great deal of spiritual and cultural meaning for him.
As Wide as the Universe. The imagery of space and expanses speak to the first
theme, As Wide as the Universe, which, as he tells me in the next session, reminds him of
similar peak experiences he had during his solo travels in France and Switzerland. “There
are actually […] specific physical points or times that I could point to where I
experienced those emotions. So I was in France once many, many years ago. I
remember… […] it was on the Mediterranean. It was a hot day, but I was just biking
down this path. And um…it was in the middle of nowhere, […] with the brilliant blue
skies, the ocean. […] It was a truly…amazing experience for me,” he says, a sense of awe
in his voice. The imagery evokes deeply positive associations for him, with heightened
senses and vivid colors. “I was just sort of living in the moment and soaking it all in, and
just sensing…the ocean and the waves and the sun, and the blue-ness of everything…of
the sea. And there was another time where I was somewhere…I was in Switzerland, I
was hiking up this mountain. […] It was just the mountains and the snow, yeah, it was a
similar feeling.”
The imagery experience and the memories associated with it seem to connect him
to a universal identity, of the magnificence and beauty of nature, beyond human and
individual experience. “And I was alone. I was in the middle of it, all alone. There was
not a single human being in sight. […] So…so perhaps the common thread in all of this
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is…there were no other human beings in sight!” he laughs. “That must say something! It
was just nature, and you know, that was it.”
Rebirth. The theme As Wide as the Universe further becomes a metaphor for
Siddarth’s immigration to the United States, where he experienced a sense of mental,
emotional, physical and psychological freedom, independence, and space away from his
family for the first time. “I think for me, coming to the U.S. was more than just a…it was
more than just a move, it was like a Rebirth, I was starting fresh. Making new friends…”
he says, his voice quivering with excitement and emotion. “I mean, being here by myself
was…. It was liberating. Starting off life on my own, and […]—doing things the way I
want to. Just having that space.” He relates this to his imagery of being on the ocean and
feeling the wide-open space of nature. “So in a figurative sense, that’s sort of the same
idea of space and expanse.”
Although the practical aspects of immigration required adjustment, Siddarth does
not recall any experiences of discrimination and felt immediately at home in the Boston
area. “I’ve always felt comfortable, at home in the Boston area. From India, at first things
were difficult, I didn’t know how to sign up for utility bills and things like that, get
utilities. I mean, the practicalities took me a little while to get used to, but you know, I
felt at home from the very beginning.” In contrast to many other immigrants, he also
welcomed the emotional challenges associated with his newborn sense of freedom. “You
know, along with that comes attendant worries, uncertainties of having that freedom. […]
It just felt like in the U.S. I had more freedom. I could live my life, you know, be an
adult, make my choices, and you know, deal with all the consequences that come from it.
As opposed to…I don’t know…moved along in certain narrow channels or paths
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that…people expect you to.” He relates this to his music-evoked images of navigating the
ocean in a boat. “Yeah, so in a figurative sense, just being by myself, being in the U.S., it
sort of parallels being on the ocean in a boat. I mean, on a boat it could be choppy waters,
it could capsize at any minute, but at the same time, it’s also sort of…liberating.”
World citizen. Despite an overwhelming sense of freedom from living in the
U.S., however, Siddarth does not experience an American identity. Instead, his
immigration prompted the birth of a new global identity as a World Citizen, selecting
values that are important to him and not solely identifying with any one country, culture,
or ethnic group. “I don't really experience an American self/identity,” he emails me later.
“I would go so far as to say that there is probably no place in the world where I'd feel like
I am exclusively from or belong to that place.”
World Citizen also describes the luxury of space, time, and separation he had to
“pick and choose” aspects of Indian culture that he valued, shedding the cultural,
Brahmin, religious and linguistic conditioning that he found undesirable. At first this
manifested in his deciding whom not to associate with. “After coming here, […] I did not
take any efforts to meet other Indians. I mean, you could even say that I took efforts to
avoid Indians! […] They think in ways that seem very, um… conditioned by their
cultural and religious upbringing. They behave like all others, other Indian Brahmins,
whether educated or not. […] I like to think that I don’t behave in that way! Or I don’t act
in that way,” he laughs. “I mean maybe there are some limited cases where I do act in
that conditioned manner, but by and large…I think…um…I don’t.”
Shedding aspects of his Indian identity also manifested in him deciding what not
to do and how not to spend his time. “It didn’t make sense to me to come all the way
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from India, to the U.S…and just do the sort of things I could have done in Bombay. I
didn’t want to just get wrapped up in the cocoon of being cloistered within the same
community and doing things that your peers—peers in your age typically do, it just didn’t
make sense to me.”
Instead, he describes his World Citizen identity as cosmopolitan, choosing to
associate with other “transplants” like himself. “All my other friends are Americans or
from other countries, Japan and Asia, other parts of Asia. You know people who grew up
somewhere else and have been living in the Boston area for a while. People from Japan,
Korea, China, places like that, […] pretty liberal, progressive types, left of center,
educated for the most part. Pretty well educated, I’d say, you know like world travelers
and people who’ve been around and seen other cultures and so on.”
Not-Indian. His rejection of external Indian relationships and values also
manifested in an internal sense of being “not-Indian,” particularly in the context of his
global circle of friends. “All my other friends are Americans or from other countries,
Japan and Asia, other parts of Asia. So you know, when I’m with them, I sort
of…almost…” he pauses, “instinctively see myself as not Indian,” he says, carefully.
“Yeah with Americans definitely, you know, it’s like very few aspects of my Indian
identity, like bob up to the surface of my head. Like—so—from time to time in the
course of conversation people might ask me about India. Surely enough, I’ll recall things
about Indian culture and my own upbringing, at that point. But until something specific
like that comes up, I don’t even think of myself as being Indian.” I am surprised to hear
him say this.
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Additionally, as I hear Siddarth speak about the multiple layers of his global and
not-Indian identities, I am struck by the absence of colonial history in his story. Despite a
century of British colonization in India and oppression in his grandparents’ generation,
Siddarth’s individual experience of liberation and freedom in the United States and
Europe seems to be more important to him than the historical, social and political power
inequities and oppression that many other Indians experience while living in Western
countries.
I am also very curious that European classical music has evoked both Western
and universal themes for Siddarth. For him, however, the connection is a natural one, the
Western context of the music playing a key role in the themes of independence and
universality in his imagery. “[The music] seems almost autonomous…because you know,
it’s so pure, it’s so um…[…] not related to mundane, day-to-day reality. […] At least the
way I listen to it.”
The music and his Western associations with it seem to address a metaphoric
connection to a philosophical or spiritual realm that does not happen when he listens to
Indian music. “[Western classical music] seems, you know, on a completely different, I
don’t know, dimension…[…] it deals with different realities, you know, death or old age,
loss, separation, things like that. […] If I were to close my eyes and go through that
whole exercise again, if you played just Hindustani, or Indian music, I very much doubt
whether I would think of the ocean […] –the ocean or the mountains, in relation with
Indian music,” he tells me later. “Yeah, I cannot think of a single piece of music in the
Indian repertoire that would sort of, possibly evoke the same sort of feelings that say that
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Dvorak piece or something from Beethoven might bring up. I think it’s a very different
sentimental experience.”
Aesthetic resonance. To prepare Siddarth to return to an imagery experience, I
guide him to relax in the chair and let go of any thoughts about our previous discussion.
He closes his eyes and takes a few deep breaths. I ask him to focus on the feeling of
liberation that he used to describe his identity earlier, with the intention of following any
images and body sensations that come forth. “Yeah, it’s a feeling of clarity…lightness!”
he says with surprise. “Light, as if some burden has been set down…” This time I select a
gentle Hindustani violin recording to guide his imagery. Improvised in the raga Desh, the
main rasa8 is joyful and positive. However, the raga’s traditional association with
nighttime and the monsoon season, as well as a flavor of sadness, add complexity to the
piece, increasing its likelihood to stimulate deeper imagery. As the soft drone of the
tanpura begins, the violin enters in free improvisation, lingering on each melodic tone.
Sweet slides gracefully outline the voice and shape of the raga. I instruct Siddarth to stay
with the feeling of lightness and let the music guide his experience.
The music creates an immediate shift in his identity perception. “Um...I feel very
Indian suddenly,” he says tenderly, as the improvisation comes to its first cadence. “It
feels…it feels…it feels like I’m listening to this music as only an Indian can, someone
who can identify with all that this music represents…” he says softly. With an elegant
flourish the tabla enters, settling into a cycle of four beats as the main melody begins.
“It’s this strong affinity in music,” he continues. “It feels like I’m resonating with the

8

Rasa (n.d.) is a Sanksrit word meaning “taste” or “flavor.” Historically there are nine
major rasas used in both dance and music performance to describe the flavor, taste, and
mood of a raga or its accompanying dance gestures.
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music,” he says, with curiosity. “I’ve never heard this piece before, actually, but it feels
like I […]…it feels very familiar somehow.” Familiarity and affinity with the music form
the foundation for the first theme of Siddarth’s Indian identity, Aesthetic Resonance.
After the entire imagery session concludes, I return Siddarth’s attention to this
portion of the experience. He is struck by the familiarity and connection he feels towards
Indian artistic and cultural elements. Despite his earlier comments of feeling “notIndian,” he does indeed have strong associations with the “Indian-ness” in him. “This
music speaks to…you know, some of the aesthetics of being Indian, being Southern
Indian that…I very much appreciate, and I very much rejoice in. […] Some of the
aesthetics of Hinduism and Brahmin life are definitely appealing, I’m comfortable with
those things.” As he talks, I watch curiously as his hands gesture in typical South Indian
style, his palms moving up and down in graceful waves, fingers twisting like the mudras9
of Indian classical dancers.
I am reminded of the aesthetics he spoke about during our initial meeting, the
South Indian temple architecture, and the atmosphere of religious fervor. “The temples in
southern India are absolutely remarkable. […] Just to walk around, you know—to soak
in—without mincing words, the religious sentiment that people have, it seems profound,”
he says, with deep feeling. “The last time I went to India in 2008, when I was in the Shiva
temple through Namalaya, which is not far from Vellore, I was still struck by the
religious fervor, and it felt real, it felt real. […] It felt like it came from within as opposed

9

Mudra is a Sanksrit word literally meaning seal, mystery or hand position. More
commonly it is used to describe intertwining positions of the hands and fingers in yoga
practice and classical dance, each with a specific or spiritual meaning (Monier-Williams,
2005, p.822).
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to just a series of motions that people went through. […] And um, moving too, the
chanting. I was moved by it.”
However, Siddarth doesn’t accept aesthetic cultural traditions blindly. Consistent
with picking and choosing Indian values that are important to him, he exercises
discrimination and caution in selecting his aesthetic experiences, regardless of his
family’s reaction. He describes a conflict he encountered while travelling with his family
several years ago on a temple tour in Southern India. “There was one temple where
everyone wanted to go in, and I was just reading the write up about how the whole temple
came about. And […] it just…struck a very discordant note with me. It sounded like this
guy who set up the temple was a fake and a fraud, a charlatan. So I absolutely refused to
go in the temple,” he says, laughing with a mischievous look on his face. “So everyone
else in my family went in, but I just…stayed outside. Everyone was just incredibly upset,
but it felt like I couldn’t really bring myself to…somehow validate this person. I felt like
it would have been dishonest of me to just, you know…suck it up and join everyone
else.”
“So perhaps…I think it would be fair to say that…I’m comfortable with some of
the aspects of cultural life, you know being a Brahmin, being Southern Indian, being
Indian, but there are times when it comes into conflict with other values that I have, I can
just walk away, I can say no. ‘I won’t do this’, or ‘this is not right for me’. And I feel
comfortable speaking up, even if the price is upsetting people in my family.” Growing up
in a patriarchal Indian society, however, he recognizes that he is more easily able to
speak his mind because of his male privilege. “I’m sure it’s easier for me because I’m a
man,” he laughs. “But, uh…I don’t know…I couldn’t speak for Indian females,” he says,
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grinning, a glint in his eye. “I don’t have first hand experience! But I imagine that might
be the case.”
The theme of Aesthetic Resonance also describes a metaphoric and musical
connection to Siddarth’s Indian heritage, particularly through the instrumental timbres
and elaborate improvisations. “Especially the instrumental works, the sitar and the tabla
and so on—the role of improvisation, it’s just absolutely stunning!” he tells me in our
next session. “It’s truly, truly stunning when you listen to the likes of Zakir Hussein and
his father, Alla Rakha. I mean these looong complex melodies on a single tal, which is
for the most part completely improvised, and it’s just incredible!” he says ardently, his
voice trembling with excitement. “And you know, […] the Mira Bhajans—have you
heard of some of the Mirabai—you know the saint composer? I mean her works are
incredibly moving; they’re like pains to the God Krishna. They’re truly moving because
you know it’s just very deep and heartfelt.”
Given his earlier comments about feeling “not-Indian,” his preference towards
European classical music, and his negative feelings about South Indian and Brahmin
culture, I’m surprised to hear such passion in his voice towards the music of his ancestry.
The aesthetics of listening to North Indian music seem to help Siddarth reach beyond the
negative aspects of his Indian identity and connect to the positive. “So it feels, when I
listen to this music, it feels…I can set aside all the things about…my Brahmin
upbringing, or my Brahmin culture that I don’t admire. You know, the caste system and
narrow mindedness and things of that sort. I completely set that aside and enjoy it for its
beauty and its artistry.”
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Ironically, Siddarth recognizes that he is able to let go of regional, caste
associations and appreciate the music because of his Indian musical enculturation. “I
don’t know…. […] It feels like you have to be Indian to really appreciate that music. I
mean, I’m sure there are aspects of other cultures to which people in that culture respond
in ways that foreigners never can. So um…this music suddenly seemed like that to me.”
He remembers unconsciously absorbing the subtleties of Karnatic and other South Indian
genres during his childhood. “My aunts are Bharathanatyam teachers, and as a child I
used to attend a lot of the performances. […] Sometimes I would just fall asleep, I was so
young. […] I wouldn’t even listen to the music. But you know […]—it stays with you.
[…] For me, I think what happened was there were many times when some of the
Karnatic songs and melodies that I can appreciate the most are ones that I heard when I
was a child. […] So it was at the back of my memory somewhere, you know, all the
songs that I heard growing up. And when I heard them again many years later, it sort of
brought back all those memories.”
Resilience. [CCMI continued] In the second half of the N.Rajam (2000, track 4)
recording, the solo violin continues improvising in freeform style. Winding around the
most important notes of the raga, it lingers on points of dissonance for a moment before
gently sliding into melodic resolution. “In fact, the first few bars…the image that came to
my mind was…you know like smoke rising up from incense sticks, you know they way
they curl up and sort of waft off into open space,” says Siddarth. “And it felt like I was
taking off with the smoke myself…. They sort of twirl like a ballerina almost…Again, the
smoke is so light, it just rises up into the air, and um….and before you know it, it’s gone,
there’s nothing of it left except for the fragrance.” An intermittent beat begins on the
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tabla, and Siddarth suddenly becomes aware of his body. “I feel very light here, in the
heart area,” he says, gesturing towards his chest. “Suddenly like, it’s…[…] it’s light and
empty. Not empty in a negative sense, but…just light.” The incense sticks and his
memories associated with it form the foundation for the theme of Resilience.
“You know, growing up in India, we used to light incense sticks all the time,”
Siddarth reminisces. “So as a child I used to sit—I used to sit sometimes and watch the
smoke curl up. […] When I went to temples with my family, they’d light the oil lamps,
and there is always the light, the little flame. And that always had a strange fascination
for me, you know the various colors in the flame, the yellow, the orange, and the way you
could see a little puff of smoke on top of it. So that would always grab my attention. It
was very mesmerizing.”
His childhood experiences of gazing at incense smoke describe the theme of
Resilience, a resourceful attitude and coping mechanism he developed to deal with
external turmoil and feelings of oppression. Through resiliency and imagination, he
created his own internal sense of freedom, space, and control. “It also felt like I was in
this little universe of my own that I created,” he tells me in our last session. “You know, I
could just sit and watch the smoke. There’s all this commotion around me, people
talking, chatting, fighting with each other but I had my little universe that I sort of
created. And I didn’t need anything beyond that little lamp, or that incense stick, the
smoke…. […] It was endless variety, because the smoke just doesn’t shoot up straight.
Yeah it’s very mesmerizing! I could look at things that I wanted to look at,” he laughs,
“and see the things that I wanted to see.”
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Oppression. I am curious about the commotion he speaks of that would lead him
to retreat into a world of incense smoke and imagination, and reminded of the stories of
Brahmin rituals he shared with me in our first meeting. “I was always forced, it felt like I
was always forced to doing—performing these rituals, and when I did do them, when I
did fall in, it felt exceedingly oppressive, and this feeling of oppression, it was almost
physical in nature.” In particular, he describes one set of Brahmin rituals that he
eventually refused to participate in. It was related to the thread ceremony, a coming of
age ceremony for teenage boys. “In 1988, when I was sixteen and my brother was
fourteen, we had the thread ceremony, um… both of us had it at the same time, and you
know after you do that, you’re supposed to perform the Sandhya Vandanam, or you
know, the prayer to the sun every morning. Uhh…we never once did that. You know it’s
like, we had the thread on, you know, and…that’s it. We never once performed the
Sandhya Vandanam. And then there’s this annual thing that all Brahmins are supposed to
do, […] it falls during the month of August or September every year where you’re
supposed to take off the old thread and put a new one on and, there’s a whole ritual that
goes along with it including lighting a pyre and chanting the Gayatri mantra one thousand
and eight times and things like that. We did that once, but it was under so much protest,
and with so much […]—with so much disgust. We were practically forced to sit and
perform those rituals. […] I felt like I couldn’t take it too much longer. […] A couple
years later, I just took off my thread. I haven’t had it on since then, I just ripped it off. I
absolutely ripped it off,” he says, his voice seething with intensity. As I listen to his
words, I begin to understand his urge to not identify with his Brahmin heritage and his
desire to be “not-Indian.”
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In addition to feeling forced to perform rituals, Siddarth also experienced other
forms of oppression as a child, struggling with a lack of personal space. “[In America], if
I feel down or depressed, I can go and just sit and stare into…outer space for three hours
on end. I can’t do that back in India, without my family […] constantly pestering me.
[…] Even for someone to go out for a walk by themselves is cause for concern in my
family. It’s like, ‘oh, why is he going off by himself?’ And after a little while, it starts to
get really oppressive.” Particularly compared with the free and starkly individual culture
of the United States, I recognize a similar communal mentality from my own visits to
India, where regular companionship seems commonplace and time alone is rare.
However, resiliency has not always been associated with oppression for Siddarth.
In fact, as he tells me in our first meeting, he considers it a particularly admirable Indian
quality. “I think Indians in general have a tremendous amount of resilience and
resourcefulness, like when things go wrong, Indians have this way of figuring out a way
to get around it or fix it or deal with it that I think is quite remarkable. And I think I’m
very Indian in that sense.” This sense of resiliency, ironically, is something he learned
from observing his family members, existing in contrast to people in the U.S. who “tend
to get so worked up about little things in their lives. […] Because things often go wrong
in India, they go wrong more often than not. So […]…I mean you cannot live unless you
figure out ways of dealing with this.”
He proudly recounts a story of family resilience on one of his travels in India.
“Just to take a very, very seemingly trivial example, you know, there was a time when we
went on a trip to Southern India. On the way the train broke down. There was an accident
or something, and we couldn’t get from one place to another. And you know, in the U.S.,
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it would have meant—I don’t know what, people getting worked up and upset and losing
their calm and everything. But we sort of just got off of the back water,” he says, crossing
his arms and legs and swinging his feet. “It was the sticks somewhere in Southern India, a
really tiny town. We just trumped around the town and we managed to find this guy who
owned a van that he was willing to rent out to us so […]—we basically rented this van.”
“There were nine of us—ten of us—including two kids, two of my young cousins,
my grandparents, my aunts, my uncles, my brother, myself…we all like piled into this
van. There was barely room for six people in this van. We all piled in. I sat on the floor.
Someone sat on someone else’s lap, and we managed to make it. This was a trip of three
hundred kilometers, about two hundred miles, in the back roads, pothole-ridden,
exceedingly uncomfortable. That sort of distance you can do in four hours, it took us
more than eight hours to do that. Dusty back roads…but we made it! And I don’t speak—
I’m not boasting because […] I was only twenty then. My grandfather was eighty, and so
was my grandmother, and you know, not a peep from them. They did not complain once.
And mind you, the example that I gave is one very trivial thing. There have been other
incidences in the course of our lives on a much larger scale, illness and death in the
family and the way people just pull together and respond to it just seems truly, truly
remarkable. But when I was there I just took it for granted. But having been here for so
long I can see how valuable that experience was.”
Although he refers primarily to his family members in describing feats of
resiliency, he also claims these qualities as aspects of his own personality and Indian
identity. “I think that sort of informs the way I respond to things in my life also. You
know, some aspects of my personality definitely reflect my Indian-ness, like I’m…a little
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more…I mean emotionally, I’m more even, on an even keel. I have very few ups and
downs. I mean, everyone has their downs, but I’m just a little more resilient. And uh, a
little more accepting of things that go wrong in your life, and so on. […] That maybe is
the Indian in me.”
Reconciliation. [CCMI continued]. As the N. Rajam (2000, track 4) piece nears
the end, the tabla doubles the rhythm and speeds up with high-pitched slaps. Siddarth’s
imagery changes direction one last time. “It’s suddenly very different. Just a moment ago
it felt like I was a kid running around the house,” he says in disbelief. “That’s sort of the
image that the tabla brought up. But, it’s so strange because as a child I was not
particularly physically active. And you know, running around was very far from anything
that I ever did,” he chuckles. “So…it’s something I’ve never done, but that was the image
that crossed my head. Like kids in flight around the house, just running around, like
mad.”
At this point, Rajam’s fingers cascade up and down the violin with subtle
virtuosity. “It feels like the violin is doing the running, and the tabla is the parent that’s
trying to hold the kids back. Sort of acting as a drag on the violin. Just left to itself, the
violin would have just…taken off…[…] into outer space…into space again.” The tabla
rhythms quadruple to lightning-fast speed, the individual beats almost indistinguishable
from one another. “Now it seems that the parent—it feels like the parent has realized the
kid is enjoying himself, or herself, and wants to join in!” he says with amazement as the
rhythms reach a climax. “Instead of the parent bringing the child to their way of
thinking, it’s the other way around now.” The violin lingers for a moment before ending
the piece with a graceful slide and Siddarth quickly returns to ordinary consciousness.
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The images of violin and tabla, child and parent form the foundation for the last theme,
Reconciliation.
Siddarth is initially surprised by the images of kids running around. “Yeah, I was
never really the running around type. The only running around that I did as a child was in
my head. […] I was surprised.” However, he realizes that the images aren’t necessarily
literal but symbolic of a form of mental expansion. “Perhaps […] you could give a
different sort of interpretation to it. Perhaps the parent—it wasn’t so much a physical
running around that the parent was trying to prevent, but like…reaching out mentally,
trying to expand your mind. […] Perhaps it’s symbolic. […] Growing up I used to read a
lot. I used to read all kinds of things, I used to read […] novels and books that my…folks
thought were not appropriate for a child in my age. And they thought it would be better if
I just focused on my studies and so on. But I was never able to do that, you know, I was
always very open to reading, reading all kinds of books. I’d read anything I came across,
that came my way. So perhaps, well, I did feel at times that they were sort of holding me
back, in those areas. So maybe that’s what this thing was symbolic of. […] Yeah, I think
we’ve got to give a slightly more mental—symbolic interpretation to it,” he says with a
laugh.
Although he currently lives far away from his family in India, the images of the
parent and child remind him of the distance he still feels between himself and his parents
and family, and his desire to reconcile with each. “You know, since I’ve come to this
country, I can see the gap that now separates me from my family. And in many ways, it
seems like it’s a gap that I can never be able to bridge. […] I don’t know whether […] —
like my parents can ever come to accept, you know, the choices that I have made for my
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life. […] It’s just…it’s too late,” he says, an ashen look on his face. “Because I’ve
changed in many ways, mentally, and I’ve had all these different experiences, and you
know, that’s bound to change you…in various ways. And it has.” As I hear him speak, I
feel a deep sense of unspoken grief and resignation in his voice.
One of the ways Siddarth feels this gap is through the traditional expectations his
parents have for him as the eldest son in the family. “Which is not to say that, you know,
I don’t feel guilty occasionally that I wasn’t more of a traditional Indian son,” he says. I
feel for Siddarth here, aware of India’s patriarchal structure where eldest sons experience
pressure to abide by societal expectations, expected to take care of their parents as they
get older. “I guess I’m just trying to say I’m sort of getting more reconciled to the notion
that I never was and I never will be…you know, your traditional, Indian…son. That’s not
who I am…”
I am reminded of the convergence between parent and child in his imagery, which
seemed full of promise, and I bring it to his attention. “Right, the roles were reversed, the
parents finally came around to the child’s point of view. We’d all love that to happen,
right!?” He laughs, sardonically. However, he does not quite seem ready to embrace the
possibilities the music suggests. “What are the chances in real life? I mean, it can happen
in art, but…” he says, shrugging his shoulders and throwing up his hands.
However, through the aesthetic experience of the music, another voice speaks of
a new kind of internal reconciliation for Siddarth, coming to terms with what his parents
represent in his life. “I think I’m just beginning to accept whatever it is that my parents
stand for in my life. […] So I think I just have to come to terms with all […] that they
have done and not done, and my perceptions of what they have […] done and not done,
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and I’ve got to let it….just accept it and put it to rest. Just as I have the right to make my
choices, they are also who they are.”
Through this voice, Siddarth realizes that the Reconciliation he desires is not
restricted to his own family, however, but representative of his internal relationship with
Brahmin culture. “I guess I’m realizing […] as you grow older, […] you’ve got to stop
rebelling against aspects of your own upbringing. You know it’s what it is […]. There is
nothing I can do to change the past, the Brahmin culture is what it is.” He also begins to
understand that his own health and well-being depends upon his ability to reconcile these
differences within himself. “And there’s little sense in me getting worked up about it. Or
in me trying to completely deny my own upbringing. I don’t think it’s useful, or even a
healthy thing to do. I think my…my efforts now are more towards…somehow
reconciling myself with aspects of my own upbringing, and finding peace, and finding
some measure of peace with it. […] I realized that the reconciliation is going to
affect…primarily myself. Because I’m not going back home to India, so I’ll never live
with my family together. So it’s just for the sake of my own emotional and mental well
being more than anything else.”
“When I listen to this music…I’m able to do that. You know, without the mood
being spoiled or made less pure by thinking about Brahmins, and how petty and mean
minded and incredibly…” he pauses, searching for the right word, “backward they can
sometimes be. I can set all of that aside and just be in that space.”
Conclusion
As our final session comes to a close, I am struck by the intricate and multifaceted
layers of Siddarth’s ethnic identity, how it shifts depending on location and environment,
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winding like smoke between foreground and background, Western and Indian, global and
universal, existing in dynamic tension with opposing voices. Through a sense of Aesthetic
Resonance with Indian art forms and internalizing an ancestral quality of Resilience, the
Indian in him is reflective of an aesthetic and philosophical identity. However, his Indian
identity is fraught with internal and external power dynamics, sometimes feeling at home
with being Southern Indian and sometimes feeling “not Indian.” A search for
Reconciliation with an oppressive Brahmin upbringing highlights the role of caste in his
Indian identity, contributing to feeling “not-Indian.”
Through adventures with U.S. immigration and international travel, however, all
aspects of his Indian-ness become decentralized, expanding and liberating into a self As
Wide As the Universe. Shedding unwanted layers of Brahmin-ness, ultimately, Siddarth
sees his Indian-ness as reconstructed into something entirely different, reborn and
repositioned as a World Citizen.
Saravanan Chidambaram
On a sunny and mild, spring day in Boston, I scurry down the pavement towards
Saravanan Chidambaram’s condominium. A gust of cold air blows, and I wrap my
sweater tightly around me. “Sangeetha!” I hear someone call out. I turn around and a red
Prius is stopped at the corner behind me, heading in the opposite direction. I recognize
Saravanan’s voice and wonder if he has forgotten about our appointment. He rolls down
the window, greeting me with dark sunglasses, a sunny and welcoming smile and a
bouncing new puppy in the passenger seat. “Aren’t we meeting at your place? I’m so glad
I caught you! Get in, let’s go!” We decide to drive the fifteen minutes to my place, where
he laughs about our “comedy of errors.”
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I first met Sarav, as he likes to be called, at a Boston Pride party several years ago
sponsored by MASALA, the local South Asian lesbian, gay, bisexual and transgender
organization. “You’re Tamil?” I remember him saying to me. “It’s so good to have
another Tamilian here!” Instantly likeable, I felt an immediate sense of ethnic and
regional kinship towards him. Over the years, we met at occasional cultural and
community events throughout the city and I became a supporter of many of his
Bharathanatyam and Odissi dance performances. Impressed at his authenticity and
unwavering dedication to activist and LGBTQ causes, I wondered how he experienced
his Indian identity in relation to his many other identities and invited him to participate in
my research.
As we arrive at my apartment, he lounges on the futon and makes himself at
home. Thirty-six years of age and gay, Sarav has a youthful, urban look, wearing a tight,
black t-shirt and baggy jeans, with short, jet-black hair, styled and textured in the latest
fashion. “Why don’t you sit here?” he asks, affectionately patting the seat next to him and
turning towards me. As I sit down beside him, I notice a glaring absence of sexual tension
and awkward negotiation of physical space that I usually experience with heterosexual,
Indian men. “Okay, let’s go!” he says, looking at me directly, with a warm, down to earth
smile. We begin the interview with the sound of clacking claws and thumping paws in the
background, as the dogs wrestle and play tug of war on the floor next to us.
Background
Sarav grew up in Coimbatore, India, a diverse, mid-size city in the state of Tamil
Nadu. “Yeah! Coimbatore especially is full of people from different states and stuff, it’s
an industrial town, so we have people from all different backgrounds. […] Like the
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States, it’s an immigrant community,” he says, his voice resonating in deep, bass tones.
Surrounded by many languages as a child, Sarav is multilingual, speaking and
understanding several Indian tongues. “I speak Tamil, English…Hindi…[…] I talk in a
little bit of Bengali, Telegu, Malayam and Kannada. Pretty much I understand all these
languages, but I may not be very fluent in all these languages,” he says confidently, his
voice resounding as if he grew up on stage in front of a microphone. “You know
neighborhood kids, they would talk something and I would pick it up.”
While Sarav grew up in a Hindu household, religion was not a significant part of
his upbringing. “I would say, as far as religion, I was raised as a very liberal Hindu. […]
We are Hindus, Hindu by birth and stuff, little bit here and there. But we are not a very
overtly religious family whatsoever.” Instead, he identifies as a spiritual Hindu, relating
to the culture and philosophy of Hinduism, but experimenting with and drawn to other
spiritual practices. “I would consider myself a…spiritual Hindu. […] So no religion.
Spirituality a little.” For Sarav, his spirituality is more about practical tools for everyday
life, developing a spiritual perspective without engaging in drama or reacting negatively
to situations. “For example, I’ll give you—you’re driving on the Mass Pike or something,
it’s very stressful because people cut you off and stuff. And you look at them, honk and
road rage and stuff. But you can see that, ‘oh my God, there’s a poor soul going home to
a sick kid,’ or something like that.”
Although it is a rather taboo subject in India, the thought does not occur to me and
I ask Sarav if he identifies with any caste. “We are from the…one of those…one of
the…backwards classes, there’s a whole hierarchy,” he says, softly. “We may not be topupper most, but we are…somewhere…somewhere on the bottom. But not
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so…so…somewhere, lying around there. Traditionally our family is supposed to be
astrologers and medicine people. So we are not…traders, we are kind of service oriented,
we give service to people.” Up until this point in my interactions with Sarav, the
possibility of caste differences between us had not entered my mind. However, Sarav
tells me later that the Brahmin caste of my family was obvious to him from the moment
he met me, easily identified due to “in-breeding” and common facial characteristics.
Given the history of oppression of other castes by the Brahmin community, I later
wonder how my Brahmin heritage affects Sarav, whether he feels that he can trust me to
understand his experiences, or think that I will look down on him or treat him with
contempt.
Sarav’s childhood was a difficult one, growing up in poverty. “We were like blue
collar people. My mom was working as a government—she was a telephone operator.
My dad pretty much, he was a mechanic. […] Living in poverty, my mom trusted me,
and she used to send me to borrow rice or dal, or money from neighbors or friends. […] I
knew we didn’t have and we’re going to borrow something from somebody. I knew it’s
wrong. So growing up five, six years, I knew exactly what was going on,” he mumbles,
barely audible. “I still have relatives who live in slums and stuff.”
Despite financial and emotional hardships, Sarav was able to attend college due to
his mother’s hard work, earning a degree in engineering. “We didn’t have much, but my
Mom worked hard to put food on the table and gave us [a] good education. […] She was
very adamant that we should go to school, and do well in school,” he writes in his blog.
“And I tried education loan and all this but they were not giving anything because they
were all looking for collateral, and we don’t have any property or whatever,” he tells me.
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“Like paycheck to paycheck, we didn’t have any property at all for most of our life, it
was paycheck to paycheck.” As I listen to his story, I feel a sense of grief at the struggle
and suffering he went through and realize what a sheltered and limited experience of
India I have had. Even if I do not overtly identify as Brahmin, it is always there,
pervasive in my background, my history, my family, and the values and privileges I
inherited and grew up with.
To make matters more complicated, in addition to economic and caste stressors,
Sarav realized he was gay at the age of twelve. Without any information, role models, or
support, he struggled to make sense out of his feelings in a staunchly heterosexual India
that criminalized homosexuality. “I became aware of my sexuality at a tender age of 12,”
he writes in his blog. “It was the biggest secret and I was so worried that someone might
find out. If they gave a PhD for kids figuring out the meaning of homosexuality from a
torn, beaten, small oxford dictionary or finding D.H. Lawrence's Women in Love book in
the local library after a year of search or pouring over ‘The Hindu’ every page and every
word in search for ‘homosexuality’ or related text, I should definitely get one. […] While
kids my age were busy playing cricket and other sports outside, here I am caught in the
mess and trying to figure out a lot of things of the complexity of life.”
As I hear him speaking so openly about his sexual orientation now, so hip and
comfortable in his own skin, it is difficult to imagine that at age sixteen, he tried to
commit suicide. With negative messages from the outside world, fear of being tortured
and stigmatized led Sarav to lose hope. “A teenager in Coimbatore lost hope in life
nineteen years ago, because he realized he was different from others,” he writes, using
third person pronouns to describe himself. “He was attracted to his own gender and he
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was scared. No one was there to talk to him, no one was there he can look-up to, no one
was there who he can reach out to. Not even his parents, siblings, friends, teachers. […]
Lying in the hospital bed and hanging on to the razor edge thin life line which divided
life and death, while the doctors and my mom trying to save me. […] I would never want
anyone going thru that experience. It’s dark, horrible, lonely, painful…”
Because India only recently de-criminalized homosexuality, coming out in India
was not an option for Sarav. Financial stability for himself and his family, and the
possibility of living happily as a gay man brought him to the United States thirteen years
ago. “I worked towards when I can come to the States and live…happily, or just be
myself, that was the drive. […] And also for financial stability and stuff, […] you know,
the family would be better off. I was the only one left that can support the family.”
Initially landing a job in Louisville, Kentucky, Sarav was shocked to find himself a
victim of discrimination, being an ethnic minority for the first time in his life. “I was a
majority there, I didn’t know what it feels like, a minority person. […] People were
treating me very badly.”
Eventually able to work out a transfer to the Berkshires and then Boston, Sarav
began pursuing his childhood dream, Bharathanatyam and Odissi dance. “My parents
didn’t have this […]…intuition that this guy is interested in dance, let’s send him to
dance school.” Surrounded for the first time in years by other Indians and Indian culture,
he began devoting hours and hours of his free time to classes, rehearsals and
performances. “It was one of my childhood dreams and I don’t shy away from doing
things that…I feel passion for,” he says, softly. Although becoming more familiar with
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the formal, Karnatic style music used in traditional Bharathanatyam dance, he prefers
music that he describes as “melodious”, “catchy” and “soothing.”
Like the diversity of people, cultures, and religions that he has been exposed to,
his musical tastes span a wide variety of genres, from A.R. Rahman and Tamil devotional
songs to Cher and Brittney Spears. “I like, you know, Indian film music […], also like
chants, religious chants and stuff, Indian chants, Western. I like all kinds of music even—
any language, give it to me. I’ll like it, as long as it’s very melodious, […] something
soothing…comforting. […] Sometimes I don’t care about the words about the music. For
example, Gregorian chants, I love. I don’t know what the heck they are saying, but close
your eyes, beautiful! Same thing with classical music.”
Currently working as a software engineer by day, Sarav owns a condominium in
Cambridge and now identifies as middle class. As the only family member abroad and
one of the few with a college degree, immigrating to the U.S. has allowed Sarav to
financially support his mother in India and allow him a sense of freedom he never
experienced in India. “I mean look at me, you know, I came with an engineering degree
and all this stuff, and look at where I am, I’m fairly successful […]. Here I am, I own a
house, I have a car, which not many people have it, and I have a good bank balance, I
have a good job and I’ve got a good friend circle. […] Being in America, it opens up a lot
of gates […]. Your horizons are expanded. […] The personal freedom is very
invaluable.”
However, although immigration has opened many doors for Sarav, allowing him a
sense of freedom and possibility, he still considers himself strongly Indian. “Even though
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I live here, I’ve lived here for a long time, […]…I think of myself as an Indian. I’m still
[at the] core, I’m just Indian.”
Through Culturally Centered Music & Imagery, Sarav explores the multiple
layers and contexts of his Indian identity, starting with being Indian at the core.
Devotional Hindu music evokes positive aspects of Sarav’s Indian identity with
subthemes of Your Heart is in Your Hometown, symbolizing peace, love and longing for
India. Talking to Nature, Talking to God describes a pathway to spiritual transcendence
stemming from Indian childhood images. Vedic chants, however, evoke images of
temples, representing a theme of Disconnection due to past experiences of caste and
economic discrimination.
In contrast, Western classical music evokes images in a Western context. A theme
of Romance is characterized by images of love and tenderness, relating to Sarav’s gay
identity in the U.S. Finally, the theme of Mutually Exclusive Distinct Identities highlights
the split Sarav still feels between both his gay and Indian identities.
Culturally Centered Music & Imagery
A few weeks later at our next meeting, I offer to drive to Sarav’s condo, located in
a prime area near the main arteries of Cambridge and Boston proper. As I arrive on a
lazy, Saturday afternoon, Sarav is tinkering with his new Macbook Pro. “Here let me
just…Come on in! Sit down, what would you like to drink?” he offers hospitably,
whisking around the corner to the kitchen. I make myself comfortable in a beige armchair
and look around. Decorated in contemporary style, a bright orange and red rug covers
warm, wood floors in the center of the living room. On one end, sliding doors lead to a
sunny patio. A suede sofa flanks the opposite wall, with modern paintings of Indian gods
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and goddesses hanging above it, created for Sarav as a gift from a friend. Tucked in a
corner between the kitchen and living room, multi-hued goldfish dart back and forth in a
loudly humming aquarium. Above, a framed award for Sarav’s community activism
hangs, with a matted slogan in multi-colored brush strokes reading, “If You Want Peace,
Work for Justice.” “Oh I have to get rid of this!” Sarav giggles sheepishly, putting away a
vacuum cleaner attachment. He relaxes on the couch next to me, yawning and curling his
legs underneath him.
Before we begin the session, I ask about Sarav’s experience with guided imagery
or meditation. Spending much of his childhood isolated and in the midst of nature, he
connected to his imagination at an early age. “I had a fantasy life, it’s my Alice in
Wonderland kind of thing, my fantasy world.” Later, however, he was drawn to Brahma
Kumaris meditation, learning how to isolate the outside world and imagine a point of
light within. “Basically they’ll take you to a place, they’ll take you, try to help you isolate
the surroundings, and then focus inside, and then do meditation. […] Basically […] you
focus on a point of light, inside.”
I remember Sarav’s comments from the last session about feeling Indian at the
core and inquire further. I am surprised to hear him describe a core identity that is beyond
sexuality and unrelated to host country or family history. “I have a very strong identity as
an Indian. That doesn’t go away, […] no matter gay or straight, or my past experiences,
or…my family and all that stuff. Identity is very different, it’s cultural identity. […] So
it’s not like where you’re living, what country you’re a citizen of…you know. […] That’s
what you lived and breathed from birth, breathed and you’ve…soaked yourself with that
stuff and uh…that’s because I’m first generation immigrant. That’s how they feel.
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They’re very strong to their roots.” After a short sample Music & Imagery experience,
(which I describe in the next section), Sarav agrees to explore the theme of being Indian
at the Core further.
Themes
Indian at the core. Sitting upright, I guide Sarav to turn his attention inward. He
immediately closes his eyes, a calm and relaxed expression on his face. I ask him to
notice any images, feelings or sensations related to feeling Indian at the core. “Yeah, I
was just almost…I was back in my hometown,” he says, connecting to a visual image.
“And I found myself wearing something, uh…very traditional, […] clothing like lungi,
sarong, and a shirt. […] I feel…quiet and peaceful. I kind of feel at home, at peace.”
Based on Sarav’s positive connection to devotional, melodic Indian music, I choose to
play a recording of Invocation, from the album Shyam Smaranam, for its simple
structure, idiomatic ornamentation and peaceful mood. My hope is that it will expand
upon his initial image and provide metaphors and symbols related to his core Indian
identity. The drone of the tanpura begins and a deep, melodious, male voice enters,
singing in melismatic, devotional style. I encourage Sarav to let the image unfold with the
music. “I’m traveling…I’m somewhere in the…among fields,” he says, dreamily,
connecting with nature images. “It’s not in the city, it’s like…I feel a lot of green around
me. And I[‘m]…cycling, bicycling through the roads, when I’m hearing this. Still it’s
daytime. Still it’s sometime in day, afternoon...” As the piece comes to an end, the flutes
enter in a flurry, flourishing ornaments up and down the raga like a bird. “The flute,
especially that flute, brings me to that kind of…” he trails off, before the next piece
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begins. The images lead to the themes, Talking to Nature, Talking to God, and Heart is in
Your Hometown.
Talking to nature, talking to God. After both pieces of music finish, Sarav
describes this imagery in more detail, highlighting the theme Talking to Nature, Talking
to God, a connection between nature, God, and his Indian identity. “Yeah, it’s on a road
in the fields. Dirt road,” he clarifies. “Yeah, dirt road, yeah. Dirt road. Dirt road.” He
repeats the phrase as if in a trance, still seeing and experiencing the images in his mind.
“You know, you’ve seen dirt roads where it is little bit patchy, green patchy, and you see
some exposed white…uh…uh…mud on this one, something like that. […] It’s not a
proper road like, that was pretty much like between fields that you are…bicycling.”
Growing up around nature as a child, the images of dirt roads, green surroundings
and feelings of peace have significant meaning for Sarav, highlighting his deep love for
nature and reminiscent of the few times in his childhood where he felt joyful, free, and
happy. “The world was a better place, the dogs, the cats, the crows, the goats, crawling
ants were not judgmental and didn't ask me anything,” he writes in his blog. “I strongly
believe the animals and nature around me were looking out for me, invited me and
adopted me into their world. The beauty of it all is that it didn’t cost me anything, but
gave me so much joy, pleasure, freedom and happiness. […] I spent whole summers at
home doing nothing but chasing down butterflies, hunting for fruits and hanging out with
dogs, goats, fish and chicken. That was my world, the connection with nature.”
The theme Talking to Nature, Talking to God, and the images evoked by the
devotional music further describe Sarav’s communication with nature as a spiritual
pathway to God. “Yeah. I talk to anything, you know, not like physical talk thing. I
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connect with the dog, animals, and insects, and trees, I talk with them, you know,” he
says earnestly. “I can feel like—touching plants, I can feel that we are connecting each
other. […] There is a flow of energy, you can feel it. I could feel it. […] You can kind of
see the physical—some kind of rhythm. Not like—I don’t know, some kind, some
communication. […] Talking to nature is like talking to God. You can close your eyes
and pray to God whatever you want to communicate with the God. […] If you’re in
turmoil, or if you’re in a tight spot, you do that, you kind of like talk to…God, connect
with him.” As I hear Sarav speak, I am reminded of the Hindu belief that God is in all
things, remembering comic book stories from my childhood with pictures of Lord
Krishna pasted inside pictures of cows, people, trees, books and other objects.
Talking to Nature, Talking to God also represents a sense of peace, balance, and
connection to a larger consciousness that Sarav experiences when he is alone. “It was
very calm, quiet, empty, very isolated, no people there, desolate,” he says, describing the
images evoked by the music. “But yet it’s very beautiful green…peaceful place. I don’t
think I’ve ever done that, like that before […]. No crowds, it was just me. […] Felt very
peaceful. […] Alone means that you are in a place, you’re balanced, you’re connected to
all this stuff, […] connected with the nature, you’re enjoying all those things. I felt like
nature, everything was there, you know.”
Given that this imagery was evoked by Indian devotional music, I am curious that
Sarav considers the soul to be beyond gender, race, sexuality or any characteristics of the
body. “You’re a soul in a physical body […] The soul doesn’t age, doesn’t have a gender,
doesn’t have a language, doesn’t have skin color, doesn’t have any physical wealth. It is
what it is,” he writes in his blog. However, he uses the word “core” to describe both his
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Indian identity and the soul, suggesting that his Indian identity is part of his soul, not
separate from it. “Point of light, that is the core. And the rest is all surrounding it. […]
[That’s the] the soul. […] The soul is the one you were born with. […] When we say,
that’s the point, that’s who you are.” His spiritual identity appears both embodied in his
ethnicity and beyond it, his Indian identity providing a gateway to the spiritual.
Your Heart is in your hometown. The images of being in his hometown
represent the next theme, Your Heart is in your hometown, describing a love of India as
his home and as a point of reference, regardless of where he lives. “Your heart is still
back in your hometown. […] You go to India, it’s always—you’re Indian, right? No
matter what part of India you live, you’re always tied back to your hometown. […] So
that’s how people are. That’s how we all are. Where […] you grew up, where you were
born, that’s basically the question—where you got tied up. […] Wherever you go, […]—
your point of reference is always going to be India.”
Your Heart is in your Hometown also describes a cyclical process of identity. “I
think I’m driving, bicycling back home or something like that,” he says, further recalling
details from his imagery. “I’m going home, home through these fields or
something…yeah, going, coming back home.” As he reflects further, he begins to tease
out a deeper, symbolic meaning behind the images. “The whole life revolves around your
home. You know, because you go home, do this, go shopping, go to school, go to temple,
go to home, because everything is based on—home is your…foundation, and [the] rest is
all like traveling somewhere, coming back. Going somewhere, coming back.”
However, as an immigrant, the theme also highlights the sense of longing and
urgency that Sarav feels in struggling to maintain an Indian identity within a U.S.
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context. “Because you’re still craving for the country—the point of origin. We’re still
chasing all our cultures, and we’re trying—still chasing all the food, and arts and all this
stuff. We’re trying to be that person. We’re not trying to be an American […]…identity
becomes such an issue. We get so caught up in that idea that—we have to be Indians.
[…] And we try as much as possible to adhere to that—keep that identity, whatever is left
out of it.”
Despite recently becoming a U.S. citizen, discrimination and a feeling of not
belonging has also strengthened his connection to his hometown and motherland.
“Becoming a U.S. citizen means—it’s good politically and it opens a lot of doors,
[makes] traveling easy and all that stuff. […] But maybe it doesn’t do justice to your
heart. I think. […] We try to fit in as much as possible, but you don’t feel that you belong
here, that’s—to some level. […] And others look at you because you’re an immigrant and
you have an accent and you talk funny or you eat different food, and stuff. So people look
at you different. […] Even […] your accent is something that makes people to treat you
differently. So that makes people to just always try to fit into something. They’re never
one hundred percent comfortable, accepted in the community. So that will make first
generation, a lot of immigrants, in my opinion, to feel that way. Because their heart is in
their motherland, or wherever they grew up. […] That’s the story of immigrants,
immigration.”
His experiences of exclusion, however, are not only from the straight community,
but the gay community as well. I remember his story about coming out for the first time
shortly after moving to Western Massachusetts, shocked to find even the Caucasian, gay
community abandon him for the holidays. “It was a struggle to come out, I finally came
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out and I thought the gay community would be much more supportive and all this stuff.
[…] I had a very idealistic view, point of view. I thought, I’ll come here and people here
would accept me with open arms…I’ll just become normalized and I’ll have a wonderful
life and all this stuff. […] It was a very difficult time because I thought it would be—we
are friends and caring and stuff. Christmas comes and Thanksgiving comes and people
don’t invite me to anything and you’re alone. And it’s not what I grew up with […]—if
we know of a friend who is alone, we’ll invite him, we’ll never let him go hungry or [be]
alone, that’s our culture. And here I am, a stranger…I don’t have any family or anything
here. […] And I didn’t like it at all. I was like, ‘oh my God, what the heck?’ Even the gay
community, ‘why are you treating me like this?
Disconnection. [Culturally Centered Music and Imagery, continued] As the
Invocation finishes, I continue with a recording of Vedic Chants by Ravi Shankar (1997,
track 3), both because of Sarav’s preference for devotional music and its repetitive and
stimulating qualities. Sarav is still sitting quietly in a meditative state. As the flutes gently
improvise in a pensive raga, Sarav’s imagery shifts. “Shifted to a temple….I’m praying,”
he says, slowly. Male voices enter, chanting Vedic scriptures in Sanksrit above the music.
Sarav’s imagery becomes more vivid. “I can smell the camphor, and the smell of flowers
and fruits, and oil burning, and…I see a lot of people.”
As the chanting continues in hypnotic fashion, however, Sarav describes feelings
of confusion and nostalgia. “I’m there, but—I’m not understanding why I’m there. I don’t
connect with that, what’s going on. […] I don’t understand what they’re saying, what
they’re doing,” he says, irritably. “I’m just there because somebody asked me to go.” I
ask him how it feels to be there, and he is reminded of similar rituals he witnessed in
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India. “And it just feels very nostalgic being there. Very familiar, like I’ve done it many,
many times like that. It’s a ritual, yeah, ritual versus you understand what’s going on.”
Despite not understanding the ritual, however, Sarav also describes an unusual
sense of peace. “But it’s very soothing though, peaceful […]...all over. I feel light…” As
the music ends, Sarav opens his eyes and returns to ordinary consciousness. The image of
the temple and feelings of nostalgia lead to the themes of Disconnection and Talking to
Nature, Talking to God.
As we discuss the meaning of his experience, Sarav describes negative
associations and lack of connection with temples as a child, representing the theme of
Disconnection. “I was raised in a very unorthodox family…[…] dysfunctional. We didn’t
do all of this, like others did,” he says, barely audible, explaining his family’s lack of
interest in temple going. “Not a lot, a few times. Not a lot,” he says, a hint of shame in his
voice. In addition, in most temples in India, priests recite mantras in Sanskrit, the
language of Brahmins, the elite, upper caste. “The Indian temples, predominately they
use Sanskrit mantras and stuff. Which not many people understand. They chant all these
mantras and you have no idea what they’re saying. And it’s just…you don’t feel
connected to the words, because you don’t know the meaning of that. Because you don’t
understand what[‘s]—being said.”
The image of the temple and the sound of the chants begin to symbolize a larger
dynamic of caste and socio-economic discrimination and oppression for Sarav. “It makes
no sense,” he continues. “It’s like somebody listening to opera in Italian without
understanding a single word that is being said. But if somebody understands Italian, they
would have a totally different interpretation of that music and what is being said,” he
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says, hoarsely. “Had it been Tamil and I understood something, I’d have a different take
on it. And I’d be much more connected to what’s going on.”
Although his earlier comments about music indicated that melody, not words,
were most important to him, in this case, he was clearly responding to the melodic
inflection, language, and caste association of these chants, rather than the purely
acoustical qualities of rhythm or form. At this moment, the referential power of the music
becomes very clear to me. I feel the influence of my own Brahmin privilege again in
neglecting to consider the music’s caste associations in the selection process, particularly
given Sarav’s background. And yet, I am also aware that the music seems to unearth an
important layer of Sarav’s identity, perhaps buried and calling out for healing.
Sarav elaborates further on the theme of Disconnection, describing widespread
inequity and corruption in Indian temples by Brahmin priests, based on narratives of
purity and money. “But they themselves discriminate against others—‘oh you’re dirty.’
But it’s more of a caste-based dirty versus physically you’re dirty,” he says, describing a
historical narrative of purity and fear of caste contamination that still lingers in
contemporary Indian society today. “So they don’t let you into the temple, up to this
level. Nobody else can go except these Brahmin priests, and you have to pay them for
blessings. That really doesn’t sit well with me when I go to temples,” he says, simmering.
“People get better treatment because you have money. It’s kind of –you can go to the
front of the line if you pay more. You get more prasad, or whatever, the offering if you
pay more. I’m like, ‘you’re buying those things?’ Are you buying blessings!?” he says in
outrage.
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Having gone to temples in India only on occasion since my childhood, I
remember my family and others offering money during puja ceremonies. However, I
never realized the overt corruption behind the system. “What if a person wants to pray
and doesn’t have money, then he has to stay in line for five hours to get into the temple.
[…] That’s the reality,” he says, sadly, his voice cracking.
The image of the temple, a religious icon of India, not only represents oppression
and corruption for Sarav, but stress and crowds, and a Disconnection from the spiritual.
“That […] takes out the actual spiritual or romanticizing aspects of […]—going to
temple,” he says, referring to the widespread corruption. “Also going to the Indian
temples is…it’s so crowded, it’s very stressful. It’s not like peaceful as you think,” he
says in a scratchy voice, a sense of longing and nostalgia in his words. “Getting there and
standing in line. […] Yeah…everybody pushing each other, crowded…so crowded, so
crowded, so crowded,” he mumbles, as if re-living the memory in the moment. “Yeah,
going to temples, […] for me, it should be more spiritual, peaceful, and […] not come
home stressed.” I remember vivid scenes from my own childhood visits to Indian temples
in the city, where I was shocked to experience exactly what Sarav described, masses of
people pushing each other to see statues of Hindu gods and goddesses as if they were
rock stars.
However, through discussing the inequities and discrimination of a corrupt
religious system, Sarav returns to the theme, Talking to Nature, Tallking to God,
reminded that his own spirituality involves a connection to God that is beyond caste,
religious and cultural barriers. “I don’t have to go through certain rituals to get to God, I
just can talk to God. […] I don’t understand this concept of going through somebody
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else. Or have to do all these things to build up to get to something. It doesn’t work that
way to me. I don’t know, maybe they’re all talking to the God, let them do whatever they
are doing, breaking coconuts and burning this and washing this or putting on this,” he
says, jokingly, sending us both laughing at his description of Brahmin Hindu rituals.
Through feelings of disconnection and nostalgia as well as peace and soothing,
this portion of the music and imagery highlights the internal conflict within the caste and
socio-economic layers of Sarav’s Indian self. It is a self that feels a core ethnicity,
yearning for one’s homeland and feeling connected to India through nature, spirit and
God. Yet it is a self that struggles with disconnection from its core due to socio-economic
and caste discrimination.
Culturally Centered Music & Imagery, continued. At the start of the second
session, I did not ask Sarav to focus on a particular aspect of his identity. Instead, my
goal was to observe how Sarav would respond to music-evoked imagery, assess his
relationship with his internal world, and notice how he experienced the music. Because
these images had such strong content and appeared to be influenced by the European
context of the music, I chose to share them in this section, relevant to his identity and
experiences in the United States.
As Sarav sits comfortably in the corner of the sofa, I ask him to take a few
breaths, let go of any distractions and bring his attention inward. Although I do not ask
him to, he immediately closes his eyes and focuses his attention. I decide to play a wellknown piece of classical European music, the Air from the Bach D Major Orchestral
Suite (2010) performed on original instruments. I choose this for its gentle style, steady
rhythms and colorful harmonies. Although Sarav has said that he enjoys certain
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selections of Western classical music, I am not quite sure how he will respond. As the
violins soar over a slow, steady continuo bass, I ask him to describe any visual images,
sensory experiences or feelings. “I see lot of movements and there’s a lot of flow, maybe
uh…people dancing,” he says, immediately connecting to a visual and kinesthetic image.
“A man and a woman. They’re dancing and they’re romantically looking at each other.
“Kind of…that kind of atmosphere.”
As the hanging suspensions highlight the dissonance between melodic lines,
Sarav’s experience becomes located in time and place, tapping into the political and
colonial history of India. “I feel like it’s some…Victorian thing. It’s not current, it’s like
old, old…old. Something long back,” he says with a slow, dreamy voice. “I feel like I’m
dancing with them or floating along with them. […] I almost feel some breeze—cool
breeze coming in while these people are dancing. […] I feel very light, and I feel it’s a
bright day, not like a dark day, dark night or something. It’s daytime; it’s a lot of natural
light I see.”
As the piece returns to D major, the tonic key, Sarav expresses feelings of comfort
and soothing. “And it feels very comfortable. Very comfortable, very soothing. Very
soothing,” he repeats. “Very relaxed, it’s veerrry romantic, veeerrrry touching,” he says,
drawing out each word with feeling. “Very loving.” After a few minutes, the piece
concludes, and Sarav slowly opens his eyes. The images of the Victorian setting and
loving couple lead to the theme of Romance, describing Sarav’s gay identity in the United
States.
Romance. “It was a beautiful piece of music,” he says in a relaxed voice, after the
experience ends. “It was very…very…very soothing, calm. It’s very beautiful…the
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rhythm, […] it just builds up and floats around,” he says, responding to the acoustical
qualities and elements of the music. I am reminded of a story Sarav shared with me in our
first meeting, depicting Romance in a Western context. Unable to safely disclose his
sexual orientation in India, Sarav describes how he met his first boyfriend, a white
American, when he moved to Western Massachusetts. “I met my first boyfriend there.
[…] Yeah, he was a white guy. He’s an American. He grew up there, brought up in the
Berkshires and stuff,” he said, reminiscing. “It was a very growing experience, it was
very important. Validation, and like that, there can be healthy relationships. […] It kind
of gave a sense of stability, whatever lasted, however long it lasted […]. It was a good
transition from that to where I am right now.”
However, as we discuss at the end of the session, the images of Romance also
remind Sarav of the absence of love in his present life, evoking a feeling of nostalgia and
yearning. “Like for a lot of people in our community, the GLBT community, the family,
the core family doesn’t happen that easily. Especially for immigrants, it never happens—
it’s very difficult, or very…very rare that it happens. And, a lot of compromises people
do to get to that point, or sacrifices to get to that point. But that’s part of the American
dream. If you say, you know, personal happiness is very important because at the end of
the day after you work, you go home to your family. And normally most of us, we go
home to any empty home, or maybe a fish or a dog…”
As he reflects further on the images, he expresses surprise and misgiving at the
heterosexual, Caucasian, and Victorian themes from the romantic era. “They were white.
White!” He seems incredulous and laughs sheepishly. “They were white, white people!
Victorian, yeah.” I am struck by the historical and political context of his images,
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particularly the century-long colonization of India by Victorian England. As he
continues, his reaction towards oppression from white, Caucasians resurges. “One of the
things about living here as a gay, South Asian or Indian man is that […] there’s a lot of
people who don’t have any context of where you’re coming from and all this stuff. […]
People are very…ignorant about it. […] Like white people, generally. […] Like medical,
service providers and this, and teachers, they make assumptions about you, going by the
stereotypes. […] I’ve experienced like people coming and yelling at me at work. And it
happened—or making fun of me. People are treating me bad, like contempt, disgust,
that’s how I felt. […] Either I’m exotic or I’m dirty. I’m not considered equal at any
point. If you don’t fit into the group box, you’re an outcast. He’s always judging himself
against others, something he’ll never be—a white person.”
Mutually Exclusive Distinct Identities. As we near the end of the final session, I
am struck by the distinct images evoked from the two of the Music & Imagery sessions.
The Bach Air (2010) evoked themes of romance and love only in a Western context,
while the Indian chants conjured Indian themes of home, caste, class, and spirituality with
no gay references. Curious about the relationship between the two images, I ask Sarav
how he relates being both Indian and gay. “For me, gay is more my U.S. identity, more
than my Indian identity. […] They are mutually exclusive distinct identities. Mutually
incompatible. There’s no overlapping. That’s one of the problems with the Indian
community. I cannot accept myself as gay because I’m Indian,” he says with authority. “I
lead a dual life, my family not knowing who really I am and what I do and so forth.”
With two separate identities, he inhabits an in-between space, on the border of
each country, but without a solid sense of belonging to either. “People think you don’t
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belong there. Here people look at you as Indian—there they look at you as American.
[…] Right now, I am nothing but a Global Nomad, going where the job is and where the
money is.”
Given Sarav’s level of activism and personal comfort level with being gay, I find
myself surprised to hear his response. He goes onto explain further. “People want to put
you in a box. They don’t have a box for LGBT Indian identity,” he explains, describing
the current state of affairs in India, as well as a lifelong struggle to find a sense of
belonging. “They don’t know where to put you. It becomes a lifelong struggle. If you
don’t have a parking spot, you’re going to be driving, driving…the car is going to stall in
the middle of the road, ‘cause there’s no gas. You need a parking spot. There’s only one
box, the hijira box,” he says, referring to intersex or third gender populations in India
who are forced to live in separate communities, begging for food and treated as outcasts.
As I read about the depth of abuse in India on Sarav’s blog, the reality of
homophobia in India hits me, and I feel very grateful to be living in the U.S. “Men
getting raped by law enforcement, local thugs, perverts, prisoners because they are gay or
they are perceived to be gay. Let alone blackmailing people for financial reasons and
coerc[ing] them for sex. Forcing men into sex trade, yes, male sex workers do exist. […]
The suicides, mental breakdowns go unnoticed.”
However, with the law defining homosexuality as criminal declared
unconstitutional by the Delhi High Court last year, as well as the selection of Sarav’s film
in the 2010 Bombay Gay Film Festival, Sarav is beginning to express a sense of purpose
and hope for his future. “May be one day these paths will cross and I will make peace
with [a] lot of things. May be I will get a chance to tell my mom why I lost hope one day.
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I am hopeful,” he writes in his blog. “Perhaps I can openly place an ad in the local
newspapers advertising for a[n] arranged gay marriage. I can be open and live my life and
be a positive role model to the next generation and protect them from the harms and
tortures I had to endure.”
Through channeling energy into speaking out, supporting and educating others
through community organizing and activism, his mission becomes a beacon of
inspiration. “It is not about the film itself, but it is about the life journey one had to take.
It's about the thousands of lives we lost for violence, suicides, HIV/AIDS, drugs etc.
Millions who got trapped in marriages that their families forced them to, millions who
live a life in a closet scared of someone finding about them.” However, he does not see
his efforts as stemming from only his own experiences, but from the lives of others. “The
courage you talk about is not my own, it’s a collective courage and I channel through
these projects. It comes from the community and the stories people share with me, the
ones I hear through others, the ones I read about and the ones that went untold,” he
writes.
Conclusion
Despite Sarav’s struggles, as I hear his story I feel inspired. His identity seems to
have both essential and transcendent or universal qualities, both beyond the influences of
culture and ethnicity, as well as borne of his sense of Indian-ness. Despite a homophobic
India and a history of socio-economic and caste discriminations, Sarav describes having a
concrete, essential Indian identity through being Indian at the Core. Through Indian
devotional music and images of nature and peace, Talking to Nature, Talking to God
connects this core Indian identity to a deep sense of spirituality. His attachment to his
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mother country, characterized by the theme, Your Heart is in Your Hometown, is so
strong that it transcends his American citizenship and the freedom he experiences in the
U.S.
Yet perhaps his experiences and images more accurately represent a circular or
spiral process of identity, one that is not fixed but constantly changing and incorporating
new layers of experience, with India as a point of reference. Travelling back and forth to
India and the U.S, he weaves his experiences from his individual, family, gay, and
spiritual identities into a core sense of Indian identity. He is waiting on the horizon,
poised for a new tomorrow, one full of promise and possibility. “As a team we can tackle
any conservatives. We have the strength and we have a voice.”
Summary
As I reflected upon the portraits of “Anjali,” “Purnima,” “Maya,” “Siddarth,” and
Sarav as a whole, I was fascinated to witness how participants experienced their Indian
identities in multiple contexts, as well as how interpretation of their Indian identity
changed depending on whether it was viewed through an Indian, American, gendered,
queer, or global lens.
Indian context. In an Indian context, I found several themes portraying the basic
nature of the participants’ Indian identities. A Core Indian identity, expressed by Sarav,
Anjali, and Purnima, describes Indian identity as a central, primary identity, around
which other identities and experiences revolve. These participants are very adamant to be
called “Indian,” not “Indian-American,” regardless of where they grew up or how long
they have lived in the U.S. They also convey a singular sense of loyalty and attachment to
their Indian heritage and identity, with individual themes of Indian at the Core and Your

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN 212
IDENTITY
Heart is in Your Hometown. While I currently identify as Indian-American, during my
late twenties, I also found myself identifying primarily with a core Indian identity for a
period of time and can relate to their experiences. As time passed, however, I found that
while I did not only relate to a core, Indian identity, it still played a central role, in some
fashion, in my life.
An Aesthetic Indian identity, expressed by Sarav, Purnima, Maya, and Siddarth,
describes a connection to India through engaging in or appreciating aesthetic or artistic
forms, such as Bharathanatyam dance, regional and Bollywood music, Indian food and
art forms, images of temples, and appreciation of architecture. Maira (1997) calls this
symbolic ethnicity. In fact, for Siddarth, Aesthetic Resonance with Indian cultural and art
forms is one of the few ways that he relates to being Indian at all.
Siddarth also embodies a Philosophical Indian identity, representing a reflective
and intellectual outlook that is characteristically Indian. In his case, this refers to the
traditional Indian qualities he values such as acceptance and Resilience, the way that
Indians tend to accept difficulties in life more easily, as well as Buddhist concepts of
impermanence and equanimity.
Purnima and Maya relate to an Ancestral Indian identity, one that is connected to
ancient practices, mythology, oral traditions, and ways of learning. For Purnima, this is
expressed through individual themes of Ancient Knowing and Learning by Doing.
For Maya and Anjali, their Indian identity manifests as Mythological, describing a
connection to India through ancestral, religious, and contemporary myths. For each
woman, the light classical and Bollywood music conjured images of Krishna, Kali, and
the Mahabharatha. However, the myths take on a unique role in each of their lives. Anjali
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uses the story of Kali for spiritual enlightenment, tools for Surrender and a path to
Wholeness, while Maya seeks out modern, contemporary versions of ancient, Indian
myths, incorporating feminism, sexual orientation, and her individual love for sci-fi in
her interpretations.
Finally, Sarav, Anjali, Purnima, and Maya all describe a Spiritual Indian identity,
one that is either connected to religious practices, beliefs, and rituals or indicative of a
broader perspective such as general meditation or prayer. Many portrayed themselves as
a “spiritual Hindu,” with themes of Talking to Nature, Talking to God, the Female Power
of Kali, and images of Lord Krishna. Also, Siddarth does not use the term “spiritual,” but
nonetheless expresses a transcendent quality in his imagery through the theme, As Wide
as the Universe.
American context. In an American context, the participants describe feelings of
freedom and liberation, as well as oppression and discrimination. For example, for
Siddarth, the freedom and independence he experiences in the U.S. is so potent that he
describes his immigration as a Rebirth, identifying as being “not Indian” while living
here. An American context has allowed him to shed aspects of his Brahmin heritage and
Indian identity that he finds limiting and oppressive.
Anjali and Sarav, on the other hand, recount stories of subtle and overt
discrimination in the U.S., being treated as “less than” and labeled “dirty” or “exotic” due
to their Indian ethnicity. Sarav, in particular, expresses tension between freedom and
discrimination, appreciating new opportunities and the ability to be open about his sexual
orientation in the U.S., but never feeling a sense of belonging as a gay, Indian man.
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Queer and gendered context. In a queer and gendered context, Sarav and Maya
struggle with the lack of support from the white, queer communities in the U.S., being
considered a “minority within a minority.” Sarav experiences his Indian and gay
identities as Mutually Exclusive Distinct Identities, where Maya describes an
Unconscious Divide with being Indian and gay, frustrated with both sexism and the
invisibility of queer identities in traditional Indian mythology.
I was fascinated to hear participants describing the significance of being Indian in
a global context. For instance, Siddarth prefers to identify as a World Citizen, someone
who is cosmopolitan and familiar with world cultures, rather than Indian. Others find
themselves forced to redefine their Indian identities amidst an increasingly globalized
world, such as Maya’s theme, It’s a Small World After All, where she endeavors to make
sense of new, virtual, online connections back and forth to India. Struggling to negotiate
both his gay and Indian identities, Sarav, on the other hand, finds himself feeling lost in a
global context, a Global Nomad, going wherever the job is in search of belonging,
navigating the borderlands of an impossible space.
As I began this research, I was under the impression that I fully understood my
own ethnic identity, primarily identifying as an Indian-American woman and expressing
my Indian heritage through ancient spiritual practices and music. However, as I heard the
participants’ stories and reflected on their experiences, I found myself questioning and reevaluating areas of my identity that I was previously unaware of or had taken for granted.
Participants’ global identifications and creative configurations inspired me to consider a
wider scope and context with which to view my own personal experience.
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Chapter 5
Discussion
Given that the philosophical stance of this research is constructivist, and the fact
that Culturally Centered Music & Imagery is specifically designed for multi-dimensional
and ambiguous experiences, I was not surprised to find participants’ experiences of
ethnic identity to be complex and multi-layered. This includes data consistent with the
basic principles of postmodern and postcolonial theories. While I reviewed literature on
Indian identity late in the study, it was also perhaps no big surprise to find that
participants expressed many, but not all, of the common themes found in Indian
scholarship, including those relating to gender and queer identity.
However, the artistic and metaphoric assessment of Indian, globalized, dialogical,
reconstructed, and hybrid identities is certainly new and noteworthy. In this light,
Culturally Centered Music & Imagery proved to be a powerful process for assessing the
fluid, multiple, and multi-dimensional nature of the ethnic self. Admittedly, I was not
expecting to find data in alignment with modern theories, which I interpreted to be too
narrow and predictable. Yet, modern ethnic identity did more accurately describe aspects
of some participants’ experiences. I also found that participants embodied a sense of
strength despite the obstacles or discrimination that they faced, despite much of the
implied pathology in both modern and postmodern theories. Finally, I was uncertain what
sort of responses that Culturally Centered Music & Imagery would elicit in an Indian
context, such as whether absolute or referential aspects of the music would influence the
participants’ imagery experiences. Therefore, I was intrigued to find participants
responding to both the absolute and referential aspects of the music, as well as the
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richness and depth of data revealed by the technique and its ability to access the cultural
and ethnic unconscious through artistic symbols, images and metaphors.
Developmental implications
Modern theories. True to modernist theories on identity, Anjali and Sarav
defined important aspects of their identity in relation to the dominant culture (Atkinson,
Morten, & Sue, 1993; Carter & Helms, 1987; Oler, 1989; Parham & Helms, 1981;
Phinney, 1990, 2001). Anjali, for example, spoke of discrimination as a pivotal factor in
shaping her Indian identity, describing experiences of exclusion and covert racism that
led to a sense of internalized oppression. “When you’re kind of…confronted with racism,
or like this dominant culture which I brushed up against, which sort of viewed me
as…lesser…or not as good? It actually really hurt that pride.” Sarav, on the other hand,
found his Indian identity growing stronger in response to the discrimination he
experiences. “And others look at you because you’re an immigrant and you have an
accent and you talk funny or you eat different food, and stuff. […] So that makes people
to just always try to fit into something. […] Identity becomes such an issue. We get so
caught up in that idea that—we have to be Indians.”
Anjali and Purnima’s experiences also resonate with modern stage models of
ethnic identity. For Anjali, this involved initially feeling unaware of a sense of Indian
identity. “When you’re in India, you just are,” she says. “When you come here, you
become Indian.” After immigrating to the U.S., she began to experience the middle stages
of confusion and conflict due to discrimination as described above. Finally she described
an experience of the last stage of self-acceptance and integration, or what she calls
Wholeness (Parham and Helms, 1981). Purnima did not follow the early stages of modern
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ethnic identity, but did experience a moratorium or exploration stage as defined by
Phinney (2004). In other words, she identified as Indian but was not currently engaged in
the ancient Indian practices that she defined as most important, such as dance and the
arts. “I haven’t really done a good job,” she said. “It’s so much to…to learn. It’s difficult
without a guide.”
Consistent with modern views of ethnic identity, which view ethnicity at the
center of a continuous, consistent core self (Erickson, 1994; Marcia, 1994; Breakwell,
1986), Saravanan as well as Anjali clearly experienced their Indian identity as central and
core to who they are. This is despite Anthias’ (2001) criticism that ethnicity is not
necessarily essential and should not be privileged over other identities. Sarav, for
example, literally described himself as Indian at the Core, explaining that his ethnic
identity supersedes all of his other identities. “I have a very strong identity as an Indian.
That doesn’t go away, […] no matter gay or straight, or my past experiences, or…my
family and all that stuff. Identity is very different, it’s cultural identity.” For Anjali and
Purnima, their sense of core Indian identity was more implicit. Anjali, for instance,
defiantly called herself “Indian, not Indian-American,” defining her Indian identity
through Hindu philosophies, practices and rituals devoted to Kali. Purnima’s sense of
core Indian identity manifested primarily through her love of ancient Indian practices,
oral histories and learning styles, despite the fact that she is an American citizen and has
lived in the U.S since age seven. “If I went to India, people would probably find me not
very Indian,” she says. “But I find that strange because I feel Indian.”
Others, however, experienced their ethnic identities as less centralized and more
consistent with Anthias’ (2001) views. For example, Siddarth made every effort to be
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“not Indian,” defining himself globally as a World Citizen and preferring to not belong to
any culture or society. “There is probably no place in the world where I'd feel like I am
exclusively from or belong to that place,” he writes. While Maya appeared to be
searching for a globalized Indian identity to increase compatibility between her gay and
Indian selves, an Indian identity still seemed to play a prominent role in her life, through
her interest in Indian events and concerts, regular visits to India, and a strong community
of Indian family and friends.
Postmodern Theories. In contrast to modern theories, postmodern theories are
able to capture the authenticity, ambiguity, flexibility, contradictions and complexity of
the participants’ experiences that stage models overlook. This includes viewing ethnic
identity not as singular, but multiple. For example, Maya saw herself as not just Indian,
but embodying a Kaleidoscopic identity. “Sometimes I’m Indian, sometimes I’m
American,” she says. “Sometimes I’m a sci-fi geek. […] Or gay or straight. Um…there’s
a whole mixture of stuff that’s me.” Anjali also realized that a solely Indian identity did
not adequately describe her, and was in the process of integrating her gender and
ethnicity. “I’m working on integrating […] the multiple aspects of who I am, not just as
an Indian but as an Indian woman.” Furthermore, she recognized that the Wholeness she
experienced was not necessarily a destination or sense of secure ethnic identity
achievement outlined in modern theories (Phinney, 2004). Instead her sense of wholeness
was still in process, fraught with the vulnerabilities of oppression and aspects of her
identity yet to be discovered.
Globalization theories. Maya, Siddarth, and Sarav’s identities particularly
resonate with globalization theories highlighting dialogical, hybrid, and reconstructed
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identities. For example, they described their identities as filled with opposing voices,
consistent with the dialogical voice, where identity simultaneously exists in varying
contexts, negotiating local, global, political, and historical lenses (Bhatia, 2002; Hermans,
1996; Hermans & Kempen, 1993; Josephs, 2002). Siddarth, for instance, described his
Indian identity in polar opposites, experiencing both a sense of “Indian-ness” and feeling
“not Indian.” Sarav described living in the U.S. as “opening gates” and providing an
invaluable sense of freedom, but yet said, “you don’t feel that you belong here.” He also
felt Indian at the Core, but experienced exile and disconnection from India due to socioeconomic, caste, and sexual orientation. Both Maya and Sarav also described opposing
voices of being Indian and gay, through themes of an Unconscious Divide and Mutually
Exclusive Distinct Identities.
Maya’s Kaleidoscopic identity did embody a sense of hybrid identity, one that
merges Indian and American, gay and Indian, new and old, into a connected and
integrated self, reminiscent of Fuchs’ The American Kaleidoscope (1990). However, it
did not appear to be a synthesis or merging of the “Indian-American” between the hyphen
(Bhabha, 2004; Gilroy, 1993; Radhakrishnan, 2001). Instead it was filled with internal
conflict and power inequities between her various identities. For instance, Maya still
worked to quell the internalized homophobia from her Indian self, the unconscious divide
that lingered, worried about discrimination from the Indian community. “No—not the
Indian community, I don’t know what they would think,” she said, describing how she
has not told the Indian community that she is gay. The tension that she experienced
between her gay and Indian identities speaks to a sense of “anguish” that Ahmadi
describes at individuals having to negotiate disconnected lives due to globalization, while
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simultaneously having the “freedom to redefine and recreate oneself and one’s history”
(Ahmadi, 2005, p. 104).
In fact, Maya did redefine and recreate herself. Of all the participants, she most
clearly exemplified a reconstructed ethnic identity, one that is created not by searching in
the past for one’s roots, but by reconstructing the past. “There can, therefore, be no
simple ‘return’ or ‘recovery’ of the ancestral past which is not re-experienced through the
categories of the present,” wrote Stuart Hall (1996, p. 449). For example, Maya was not
particularly interested in traditional Indian values, and in fact did not even know how she
would define them. “I don’t really know…what it means…to be…American values,
Indian values.” Instead, her passion was with contemporary, sci-fi, feminist and blues
versions of Indian mythology, creating a reconstructed and recreated identity forged from
elements of her past.
Siddarth was perhaps the one participant in this study who manifested a fully
globalized identity, characterized by Ahmadi (2005) as those who let go of previously
fixed notions of belonging and free themselves from the burden of certain cultural
restraints. Having travelled in Europe many times and eventually immigrating to the U.S.,
living in Boston for Siddarth meant liberation and independence. In particular, his
immigration allowed him freedom from caste and cultural expectations, obligatory
community ties and having to belong to any one nation or culture. “I would go so far as
to say that there is probably no place in the world where I'd feel like I am exclusively
from or belong to that place,” he said. In fact, his images of navigating a boat on the
ocean symbolized the sense of expanse and liberation he felt in living here. “Yeah, so in a
figurative sense, just being by myself, being in the U.S., it sort of parallels being on the
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ocean in a boat. I mean, on a boat it could be choppy waters, it could capsize at any
minute, but at the same time, it’s also sort of…liberating.”
Sarav, in contrast, experienced a globalized world as unstable and full of
uncertainty and doubt, consistent with Ahmadi’s description of the persistent anguish of
the migrant or immigrant, “since s/he is never certain about whether s/he has made
correct choices of identity” (Ahmadi, 2005, p. 104). For instance, despite his dreams of
living freely as a gay man in the U.S, the racism he experienced cast doubts on whether
he made the right decision in coming out. “It’s not always great to come out in the U.S.
Either I’m exotic or I’m dirty. I’m not considered equal at any point. […] Right now, I
am nothing but a Global Nomad, going where the job is and where the money is,” he
wrote.
Indian theories
Participants’ narratives also showed threads of common themes identified in
Indian research, such as purity and authenticity, struggles with post-1965 immigration,
women as culture-bearers and split, queer, Indian identities (Bhatia & Ram, 2004;
DasGupta, 1997; Gopinath, 1995, 2003, 2005; Maira, 1998; Rao, 2001; Shah, 2004).
For example, Sarav spoke of themes of purity and contamination in his narrative,
referring to oppression by Brahmin priests. “They themselves discriminate against others,
‘oh you’re dirty,’ but it’s more of a caste-based dirty versus physically you’re dirty.”
Purnima’s narrative implies a sense of authenticity in describing the ancient Indian
traditions that she appreciated. “I feel like not enough people today, in India, appreciate
it,” she said, referring to resident Indians’ views of Hindustani music. “They want to get
more Western, it’s more attractive.” She elaborated further, describing the ancient Indian
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practice of Learning by Doing and her disappointment at the Western influence on her
dance lessons in the U.S. “I feel like that was missing in my education of Bharatanatyam.
So even though I learnt dance, here in the States, at least, I find that it’s not very common
to teach the theory. […] Here you just learn the moves.”
Gender implications. I was surprised to find that the women in this study all
described a significant connection to Indian religion and ancient traditions, while the men
did not. This is consistent with research and literature by Indian scholars showing that
Indian women are expected to be the culture bearers and symbols of Indian traditions,
maintaining customs, spiritual and authentic ancient practices (Bhatia & Ram, 2004;
Bhattacharjee, 1992; Dasgupta, 1998; Gopinath, 2003, 2005; Hegde, 1998; Maira, 1998;
Mani, 1994).
For example, Purnima defined her Indian identity solely with ancient and
ancestral practices, expressed through an appreciation of Indian oral traditions, traditional
art forms, and specific styles of learning. “As I get older, I find that I’m more drawn to
learning more about those old, ancient traditions that are still going on today,” she said.
Anjali, although she pushed the boundaries of traditional gender expectations, she
embodied religious devotion to Kali through daily meditation, prayer, worship, and
seasonal rituals. “In my family it was much more of the female power, which is Shakti.
And Kali is a big female deity for us. […] That’s how I right now worship Kali.” While
Maya did not engage in traditional religious rituals, she still called herself a Spiritual
Hindu, engaging in prayer and visualizations of Krishna. “That’s the form of God that I
think of the most, if I think of an image of a God,” she said. “It’s usually Krishna’s
image.”
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Feminist Indian research and literature has also found that Indian women are
forced to contend with cultural narratives of purity, chastity, and “hypersexuality” versus
“hyperintellectualism” (DasGupta & Dasgupta, 1998, p. 122). I did not inquire into the
dating and sexual lives and views of the participants given the scope of this study.
However, if home is considered a patriarchal and heterosexual space of authenticity,
purity, and tradition as Gopianth points out (2003), it is no wonder that Maya experienced
an “unconscious divide” between her Indian identity and her sexual orientation.
Interestingly, it was a gay male, Sarav, who expressed themes that Gopinath
(2003, 2005) highlighted for both queer and straight Indian women, such as the struggle
in creating a home and family. For Sarav, however, the challenges were with heteronormative expectations within a Euro-centric, dominant culture, rather than patriarchy.
“Like for […] the GLBT community, […] the core family doesn’t happen that easily,” he
said. “Especially for immigrants, it[‘s] very rare that it happens. […] Normally most of
us, we go home to any empty home, or maybe a fish or a dog…” Gopinath also wrote
about themes of motherland and home being associated with women. Again, it was Sarav,
rather than the women in this study, who explicitly described a longing for home and
“love for the motherland.”
Queer Implications. Gopinath (2005) described queer Indian identity as an
“impossible space” (p. 15) that cannot be imagined, both ruptured and split, with themes
of nostalgia and loss arising from “spaces from which one is perpetually excluded or
denied existence” (Gopinath, 2003, p. 151). Given Sarav’s extensive work with gay rights
and community activism, I was surprised to hear him echo Gopinath’s theories. “They are
mutually exclusive distinct identities. […] I cannot accept myself as gay because I’m
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Indian,” he said. He further described a sense of longing and exile in reminiscing about
his hometown. “I am uprooted from my family and friends from the land which I call my
Mother land,” he wrote. “It’s a place where I had some wonderful times…”
Maya initially also experienced a “subconscious, unconscious divide,” feeling like
“you can’t be Indian and gay.” However, upon witnessing the emergence of the queer,
Indian Diaspora over the last two decades, she began to bridge the gap within her psyche,
stretching beyond Gopinath’s (2003, 2005) theories. “Being able to reach out, going to
the conferences, […] they were FABULOUS! […] That’s when it started to fuse, started
to feel more integrated…connected. […] Realizing that […] being gay is all over the
world. […] I realized, ‘Oh, it’s not just me.’”
Goodness Despite Vulnerability
I also found that Anjali, Maya, Sarav and Purnima’s approaches to ethnic identity
are incompatible with the pathological slant of many modern and postmodern
perspectives. Their experiences are not defined by a sense of deficiency until integration
(Sue and Sue, 1990), or by a fragmented and in-between existence (Hermans and
Kempen, 1993), but manifest goodness in spite of vulnerability (David & LawrenceLightfoot, 2004). Anjali’s ethnic identity, for instance, was embodied by the strength of
the goddess Kali. “This is Kali,” she said, “which I associate with power and strength.”
Yet she was also aware of lingering feelings of oppression. “It still sticks a needle […],
somewhere it does sort of hurt when people criticize India.” Although she acknowledged
shadows of vulnerabilities, pain and fear, she was self-accepting, filled with success in
overcoming obstacles and faith in the unknown. Likewise, Purnima had fears about
fitting in, being authentically Indian enough and manifesting enough knowledge. “If I
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went to India, people would probably find me not very Indian,” she said. However, she
held a strong, sense of being Indian, filled with a sense of reverence and awe towards her
ancestral lineage and a passion and excitement connected to the survival of ancient
traditions.
Even Sarav, who spoke at length about the discrimination and struggles he
experienced, has an enormous amount of power, strength and confidence, fearless and
proactive about educating others, even in the workplace. For example, a few weeks
before we met for our first interview, he talked to his manager about a new project he had
been assigned at work. “I told her that ‘I’m gay, I have no issues with work with anybody
else, but others may have issues, and you go and do something about it, make sure that
they’re comfortable working with me.’ Normally, people call to complain, but I have the
other way around, you know, that’s my attitude. […] You change, I’m not going to
change.”
Maya, except for the “unconscious divide” she felt between her gay and Indian
identities, also experienced her identity as basically positive. This is evidenced by the
globalized Indian identity that was emerging within her, her sense of humor and ability to
laugh at anything in life, her encyclopedic knowledge of Hindu myths, and the joy she
received in exploring new renditions of them. “It’s just, you know, it’s fun to think of,
with my sci-fi bent.”
Arts-based Implications
Like Matthews’ (1998) arts based expression of ethnic identity through metaphor
and symbol, I used the participants’ imagery, rather than existing psychological and
sociological theories, to define and name their own expressions of ethnic identity. For
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example, rather than calling Maya’s identity hybrid, which may be appropriate, I chose to
use her term, Kaleidoscopic, which I found richer and more evocative. For other
participants’, their images did not fit traditional theories, such as Purnima’s image of the
Temple of Ancient Knowing, expressing an ancient, ancestral connection to ethnicity. I
also chose to use Siddarth’s language, Aesthetic Resonance, to describe not only a sense
of symbolic ethnicity, but musical acculturation and a feeling of deep familiarity and
connection with the art forms.
Musical Implications
For all participants in this study, both the referential (Becker, 2006; Nattiez, 1990)
and absolute (Stravinsky, 1974; Hanslick, 1957) qualities of the music appeared to
influence their imagery. In other words, they experienced the internal elements of the
music and their associations with the music not as separate entities, but interwoven. This
is consistent with postmodern music researchers who advocate that both perspectives
complement one another (Cook, 2001; Nattiez, 1990; Pavlicevic, 1997; Stige, 2002).
Purnima, for instance, fondly remembered listening to bhajans and kirtans, Indian
devotional songs, as a child. During her CCMI session, she immediately connected to the
religious genre of the music as soon as the music begins, saying, “It’s very spiritual.” Her
referential associations seemed to contribute to her calm, soothing feelings, and inspiring
images of temple grounds and learning.
From an absolute perspective, the steady rhythmic foundation and repetitive
melodic chant also served to sustain the images and general feeling for her. “It just
seemed very repetitive, but I think it was good to help sustain […]—this image, because
if it did change, then probably that image might be lost,” she said. The piece was not
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“foreign” but contained idioms she was musically acculturated to and comfortable with.
In this context the vocal elaborations characteristic of Indian classical music were not
disruptive or confusing, as they might be to a listener unfamiliar with these musical
elements, but appropriately stimulating, serving to deepen and expand her imagery. For
instance, when singer Bombay Jayashri (2003, track 2) intensified the basic melody in
Bhajeham, Bhajeham by leaping an octave and adding ornamentation, Purnima was about
to speak but hesitated for an instant, listening. Her image then shifted from day time to
night, and she brought herself into the scene for the first time, psychologically an
important step in the process of fully engaging with her internal world.
Anjali clearly had positive referential associations with both selections used and
immediately recognized them from a Mira Nair film. “Oh, I love this song!” she said
upon hearing it. “From Monsoon Wedding, right?” The steady beat and repetitive quality
of the melodies in Aaj mera jee kardaa (see appendix B for a detailed musical analysis)
also served to sustain her feeling of strength and power, symbolized by a red and black
Kali. “Once you stopped it, I noticed I picked up red, and I know I put it down, because I
wasn’t feeling it with the music at that time.” Her image of water as malleable, trickling
and destructive is also interesting given the music’s themes of water, rain, and the power
of the monsoon season to both bring relief and flooding in the film. From an absolute
perspective, the tension in the opening melody and the driving rhythms also seemed to
contribute to the intensity, stimulating images of mythical destruction and unknown
symbols of fire, shapes, lines, and anger in Anjali’s drawing.
Initially, Siddarth’s response was also referential, based on his childhood
experiences of growing up surrounded by Indian music, saying that although he
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sometimes fell asleep and did not listen to the music, “it stays with you.” The drone of
the tanpura and unmetered improvisation typical of Hindustani music evoked referential
associations for Siddarth. He described feeling “very Indian suddenly” and listening to
the music as “someone who can identify with all that this music represents.” Despite the
fact that he had never heard the particular piece of music used in his session before, it
aroused in him a feeling of ethnic familiarity described by researchers NiewiadomskaBugaj & Zeranska-Kominek (1993). “I’ve never heard this piece before, actually, but
[…] it feels very familiar somehow.”
The Dvorak Serenade (1998, track 5) also evoked referential responses from
Siddarth, eliciting feelings and memories reminiscent of his travels in Europe, the deep,
blue Mediterranean Sea, being alone in nature, and a connection to something greater.
“Feels like wide open space, pure space in all directions […] wide expanses,” he said.
“Another time […] I was in Switzerland. […] It was just the mountains and the snow,
yeah, it was a similar feeling.” While he clearly has positive referential associations with
European classical music, however, he identifies the “autonomy” and “purity” of the
music, or the absolute qualities, as eliciting such powerful images for him. “[The music]
seems almost autonomous, […] it’s so pure, not related to mundane, day-to-day reality.
[Western classical music] seems, you know, on a completely different, I don’t know,
dimension.” For Siddarth, European classical music seemed to connect him to a universal
realm, with images of nature and the ocean.
The absolute qualities of both the Hindustani raga and the Dvorak (1998, track 5),
however, also deepened Siddarth’s imagery experience. For example, while listening to
the Dvorak, he initially visualized a peaceful image of “bobbing on the ocean” in a boat.
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However, as the music develops, returning to the main theme an octave higher with
additional counterpoint, his image expanded. “It’s expanding, […] wide expanses…wide
expanses…as wide as possible…as wide as the universe!” he said. In another example, N.
Rajam’s violin improvisation became virtuosic, flying up and down the fingerboard with
great speed. Siddarth’s image then shifted from watching incense to one of himself as a
child running around the house. “It’s suddenly very different. Just a moment ago it felt
like I was a kid running around the house.”
For Maya, the sounds of gamakas immediately connected her referentially to her
Indian identity. “Just that d-ee—ee, that noise,” she says, “it’s kinda relaxing, it’s kind of
massaging. […] I guess it’s the Indian part of me.” The flute also “reminds” her “of
Krishna,” she said, the instrument and its Indian style of playing leading to culturally
specific themes, Spiritual Hindu and Mythological.
Sarav is the one participant in the study who had a negative referential response to
the music, specifically due to the caste origins of the Sanskrit Vedic chants. Although the
piece contained a simple and supportive musical structure from an absolute perspective,
his associations overpowered any reactions to the musical elements, reminding him of
experiences of discrimination and exclusion. “They don’t let you into the temple, up to
this level. Nobody else can go except these Brahmin priests, and you have to pay them
for blessings. That really doesn’t sit well with me when I go to temples. […] What if a
person wants to pray and doesn’t have money, then he has to stay in line for five hours to
get into the temple.”
In the devotional Hindu flute selection and the Bach Air (2010), interestingly,
Sarav responded primarily to the absolute qualities of the music, the simple form,
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repetition and gentle melody containing almost no variation or sudden change. In fact,
Sarav was very clear about the musical qualities that appealed most to him. “I like
something very melodious with not many variations. […] I don’t like ‘Arghhhhhh!’ This
doesn’t work that well. […] Same thing with classical music, and suddenly you get so
scared because they are going like, ‘Bam ba bam!’”
The Cultural Unconscious
In music-evoked imagery forms, transpersonal experiences and content are
common and expected. However, within the context of other neo-shamanic techniques,
the imagery has traditionally been interpreted from a Jungian perspective, as universal or
archetypal (Javier & Rendon, 1995; Kimbles & Singer, 2004). Anjali, Purnima, Maya,
and Sarav’s experiences, on the other hand, were not only mythical and spiritual, but also
culturally and ethnically specific, manifestations of the ethnic or cultural unconscious
(Adams, 1996; Hanks, 1992; Henderson, 1990; Herron, 1995; Javier and Rendon, 1995;
Kimbles and Singer, 2004).
In Anjali and Maya’s portraits, their experience was consistent with Javier and
Rendon’s definition of the ethnic unconscious, containing raw material of ethnic myths
and legends (1995). For example, Anjali’s images included the eyes and colors of Kali, a
female Hindu goddess whose myth represents elements of destruction, pain, surrender,
and enlightenment in her followers. For Maya, the ethnic unconscious manifested as
images of Lord Krishna, peaceful valleys, and lowing cows, representing traditional
Hindu myths, as well as her own recreated, contemporary versions of Indian mythology.
Purnima, Siddarth, and Sarav’s images more accurately fit descriptions of the
cultural unconscious, expressed through unconscious images representing “historical
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memory” and the “manifest pattern of the culture” (Henderson, 1990, p. 103). For
instance, Purnima imagined a temple, an Indian icon, symbolizing cultural practices of
meditation, contemplation, and the arts. She also visualized an ancient Indian form of
learning and embodies the Hindu notion of the self as witness. Siddarth’s detailed images
of incense smoke are also culturally specific, reminiscent of everyday uses of incense in
India. Sarav also vividly imagined the Indian icon of the temple, full of “camphor,” “the
smell of flowers and fruits, and oil burning.” The scene, however, taps into negative
aspects of the cultural unconscious for him, patterns of discrimination and oppression
based on a centuries old caste system.
Within the context of Jungian archetypes, ordinarily many of the participants’
images would be interpreted as aspects of the personal or collective unconscious.
Certainly, Sarav and Siddarth’s visuals of nature, the ocean, open space and a beautiful
green countryside are universal images. Participants’ imagery also embodied universal
archetypes such as parent and child, guru and disciple, as well as layers of the personal
unconscious, such as Siddarth’s insights and feelings about his relationship to his parents.
However, many of the participants’ spiritual or transcendent experiences are more
accurately expressions of the cultural and ethnic unconscious.
For example, for Purnima, the spiritual nature of her experience is manifested by
her crossing barriers of space and time to ancient Indian lands and experiencing a feeling
of deep tranquility. Characteristic of a non-ordinary state of consciousness, the colors and
light are also exceptionally vivid. “The lighting was as in twilight but glowing red and
orange as if the fire that was lit was reflecting off gold,” she said. Through image, sound,
story, and artifact, she found herself transported to a world of temples, music, sculpture,
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and learning. In Sarav’s session, I was also intrigued to find the music of Bach (2010)
evoke culturally specific European images, touching into a layer of a European or
Victorian cultural unconscious. Upon listening to the Air, he immediately imagined a
white, Caucasian couple dancing in the nineteenth century. “It’s some…Victorian thing.
It’s not current, it’s like old, old…old. Something long back…[…] They were white,
white people!” he said.
In these portraits, Culturally Centered Music & Imagery evoked ethnic identitybased, multi-dimensional, spiritual, and culturally specific content. These internal,
spiritual, ancestral, and mythical layers of the participants’ experiences provide support
for the cultural or ethnic unconscious and suggest the potential for such an approach to
access this internal, collective space. Contrary to Hanks’ (1992) study that suggested that
the cultural context of the music does not necessarily stimulate cultural imagery in music
evoked imagery, the results of this study suggest otherwise. In other words, the goal or
intention of the session, as well as both absolute and referential aspects of the music seem
to affect whether the imagery is produced at a personal, cultural, ethnic, or archetypal
level. In this case, the intention of exploring ethnic identity in conjunction with music
that participants’ associate with their ethnicity seemed to contribute to stimulating
imagery at the level of the ethnic unconscious.
The implications for both music evoked imagery, modern and postmodern theory
on ethnic identity suggest that one’s ethnic identifications and experiences are not merely
based upon collective narratives of group membership, oppression, or even socio-political
factors such as globalization and the Diaspora. This study also suggests that ethnic
identity is not always an expression of a Westernized, solid, consistent ego. Instead, the
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data from the ethnic unconscious suggests that socio-cultural experiences related to one’s
ethnicity may be part of a fluid, changing, and transpersonal ethnic self.
Music Therapy Implications
Given an increased emphasis on cultural competence and sensitivity in music
therapy (Bradt, 1997; Brown, 2002; Forinash, 2001; Hanks, 1992; Moreno, 1998;
Moreno, Brotons, Hairston, Hawley, Keil, Michel, & Rohrbacher, 1990; Short, 2005;
Toomey, 1996; Toppozada, 1995), serving clients in a postcolonial, globalized world
poses specific challenges for music therapists. This is especially true given the lack of
culturally centered music therapy theories, tools, assessments, interventions, and
curriculum. One of the first qualitative music therapy studies with Indian adults, the
results of this study provide a theoretical foundation for the development of culturally
centered receptive music therapy techniques, as well as an example of music therapy with
members of the Indian Diaspora.
However, it should be noted that Culturally Centered Music & Imagery will not
work for all settings, ethnicities and cultures and should not be applied as such. Instead,
the participants’ diverse personal, ethnic, and referential associations with the music
support a contextualized approach to music therapy approaches with multicultural
populations versus a “one-size-fits-all” model (Ansdell & Pavlicevic, 2004). The
unexpected response of Sarav towards the Vedic chants, for example, contradicts the
notion of music as one universal language, or even as one cultural or ethnic language.
This suggests that not only is the concept of “universal” music insufficient for music
therapy interventions with ethnically diverse clients, but creating ethnic archetypes as
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Nordoff (1998) suggested, or solely relying on client preferential music, as traditional
music therapy methods advocate, also may be inadequate.
The results also show how a client’s ethnic and musical identity impacts their
experience of receptive music therapy techniques. This is consistent with the theories of
community music therapists such as Ansdell, Pavlicevic (2004), and Ruud (1998) who
support the importance of ethnic identity in the music therapy process. As Ruud
advocates, this involves choosing “the right music for our clients—the proper music to
empower people within their own cultural context” (1998, p. 47). The results also support
consideration of the socio-cultural context of music selections in music therapy
interventions, describing and interpreting syntax within the music’s own cultural
framework as Ruud (1998) and Stige (2002) suggested, and an awareness of culturally
agreed upon musical meaning established within a culturally specific group.
The material from the ethnic and cultural unconscious evoked in this study is also
significant for the music therapy field and suggests that music therapists need to consider
both referential and absolute qualities in choosing appropriate and effective music for
clients, as Pavlicevic (1998) suggests. This seems especially relevant to the use of prerecorded music and receptive music therapy techniques. Just like the exploration of the
personal unconscious transformed the face of Western psychology and influenced the
field of music therapy (Bonny, 1978a; Bruscia, 1998; Nordoff-Robbins, 1977; Priestly,
1994), the cultural and ethnic unconscious provide an exciting new realm of relatively
uncharted territory. This study shows how acknowledging and exploring the cultural and
ethnic unconscious within a music therapy context can reveal powerful and mythical
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material related to clients’ internal experiences of their ethnicity, beyond external labels
and cultural norms.
Because portraiture (Davis & Lawrence-Lightfoot, 1997) presents results in a
narrative form using non-academic language, portraiture as a music therapy research
method can help to educate the public in an engaging way about the process of music
therapy and what it is that actually happens behind closed doors. As an art, portraiture has
the capacity to highlight the mystery of musical metaphors and symbols that create
meaning, insight and understanding for each recipient of music therapy. As a science, it
has the potential to study, extract and organize powerful themes in music therapy
sessions. Portraiture can capture the richness of context, complexity, emotion, and
subtlety of music therapy where quantitative research and numbers fall short. The
transparency around bias and personal reflection in portraiture also offers an effective
avenue for music therapists to engage in the cultural self-reflexivity that Short advocates
(2005). Portraiture also provides an ethnographic approach that lends itself to discovering
music therapy approaches with varying cultural and ethnic populations (ZharinovaSanderson, 2004, p. 244).
Clinical Implications
The results of this study also provide insight into the needs of the five participants
and suggest how CCMI might be used to support them clinically, in a variety of ways.
In Anjali, Sarav, Purnima and Maya’s case, CCMI could have been a valuable resource to
help them with a sense of positive “ethnic esteem” (Phinney, 2004), when they were
faced with the obstacles of discrimination and culture shock during their immigration and
experiences as a minority. For example, Anjali’s positive associations with North Indian
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film or Bollywood music could have helped her access internal resources after her
immigration, struggling to navigate the harsh winters and racist interactions in Boston.
Melodic, Indian, devotional music could have been used to support Sarav in internalizing
a positive sense of Indian-ness when he was faced with exclusion and racism by the white
community in Kentucky. Bengali folk music might be used in the context of Culturally
Centered Music & Imagery to help Purnima re-connect to her heritage and find a way to
integrate her inner sense of ancient Indian knowledge with her external experiences.
CCMI could also be used to explore ethnic identity further. For example, Indian
music that Anjali has negative associations with, such as South Indian karnatic or the
songs of Rabindranath Tagore, might be used in the context of music evoked imagery to
explore areas of tension within her ethnic identity, such as internalized oppression, the
role of caste in her identity, or cross-cultural conflicts with her husband. The Indian
music that Purnima has mixed associations with, such as her memories of being pushed
to study Hindustani classical music, might be used to uncover internal obstacles to
developing her desired relationship with her ethnic self. Popular, East-West fusion music,
which Maya avoids, might be used to help her explore and strengthen a sense of
globalized identity, where she is able to manifest being both Indian and gay.
Siddarth already had an idea of how Hindustani music could help him accept
difficult aspects of his Brahmin upbringing. “I’m realizing […] you’ve got to stop
rebelling against aspects of your own upbringing. I don’t think it’s useful, or even a
healthy thing to do. […] I think my…my efforts now are more towards…somehow
reconciling myself with aspects of my own upbringing, and finding peace, and finding
some measure of peace with it. […] When I listen to this music…I’m able to do that.”

RUNNING HEAD: MUSIC THERAPY PORTRAITS OF GLOBALIZED INDIAN 237
IDENTITY
Ultimately, the clinical implications of ethnic identity assessment are perhaps
more subtle and complex than previous research correlating ethnic esteem with
psychological health implies (Phinney, 2004). A healthy ethnic identity seems dependent
upon who is defining psychological health, what the definition is, and the measurements
used to assess it. Given that all participants described themselves as psychologically
healthy, this study suggests that for these women and men, psychological health in
relationship to ethnic identity includes additional internal factors such as connection to
spirituality, religion, mythology, imagination, creativity, self-awareness and knowledge,
as well as tolerance of ambiguity and the unknown.
Directions for Future Research
Given the narrow range of religious and socio-economic diversity in the
participants’ backgrounds, further research using Culturally Centered Music & Imagery
with Indian adults should consider advance screening for diverse socio-economic and
religious backgrounds such as Muslim, Sikh, Jain or Christian Indians living in the U.S.
Because the majority of Indians in the U.S. are middle class, Hindus, lower class and
working-class, non-Hindus’ experiences tend to be marginalized and will also be
important voices to include in future studies.
In addition, as described in the above section, a study focusing on the clinical
needs of participants, such as acculturation difficulties, immigration struggles, depression
or anxiety due to discrimination, challenges with negotiating multiple identities, or family
conflict or marital problems due to cultural or ethnic differences would be a logical next
step.
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Culturally Centered Music & Imagery may produce interesting results for other
South Asian or Asian populations as well. However, it would be important to conduct
preliminary research or an ethnographic study examining the appropriateness of such a
receptive music therapy technique before embarking upon a similar study. Non-musical
considerations should be addressed in determining whether individual, group, clinical or
non-clinical settings, for instance, would be most appropriate.
Conclusion
From a universal or personal perspective, using music that is considered neutral
may be sufficient for certain music evoked imagery experiences. However, if one
acknowledges the role of cultural and social context, and in particular the existence of the
cultural and ethnic unconscious, a culturally centered approach is required. Music
Therapy Portraits of Globalized Indian Identity is the first study to use referentially
selected music to elicit content from the ethnic unconscious as well as evoke metaphoric
and symbolic descriptions of participants’ ethnic identities. The data from this study
reveals that both absolute and referential qualities in the music are necessary to access
ethnic and culturally specific content. This study also provides a method to assess and
capture the increasingly multi-dimensional, fluid, and ambiguous nature of ethnic identity
in the age of globalization.
In summary, Culturally Centered Music & Imagery can provide rich information
about identity, ethnicity, and music, suggesting the potential to serve as a qualitative or
descriptive assessment of ethnic identity and clarify the clinical and musical needs of
non-Western populations in a globalized context. Psychodynamic theorists recognized the
role of the personal and collective unconscious in influencing the mental health and level
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of functioning of the individual. May this study provide a contribution toward
recognizing the power of music in accessing the ethnic unconscious and understanding its
role in ethnic well-being and health.
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GUIDELINES FOR INTAKE/INITIAL INTERVIEW
1. Basic Information: Name, age, gender, ethnicity, native language, sexual
orientation, family religion, socio-economic status, occupation

2. Immigration/Acculturation history
o Who is in your immediate family? Where does your extended family live?
o Tell me about the circumstances that brought your family to the U.S.
o How old were you? What part of the country did you move to?
o How did you feel about living here when you were growing up?
o Have you lived in or visited India?

3. Physical and mental health history (in preparation for imagery)
•

How is your physical and mental health?

•

Do you have any current illnesses?

•

Do you feel mentally strong?

•

Have you experienced anything traumatic or disturbing that might
interfere with your ability to relax and visualize images?

4. Notice positive resources and ability to safely image to music, such as
•

Important relationships/support system

•

Social life - friends, significant other

•

Positive characteristics evident (play, humor, spontaneity, enjoyment of
life, creativity)
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5. Relationship with music and preferences for listening
•

Do you listen to any Indian music?

•

What kind of associations or experiences do you have with various genres
of Indian music? (classical, karnatic, bhangra, Bollywood, pop, fusion,
etc.)

•

Is there any Indian music you have negative associations with?

•

What role does music play in your life?

•

History of lessons, school ensembles, etc.

6. Non-ordinary States of Consciousness
Meditative practice, experience with relaxation or imagery techniques
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CCMI MUSIC SELECTION
Below are detailed musical analyses of the selections used in each session.
Table 2
Music Analysis for
Purnima’s Session
Title, composer, performer

Tala/meter

excerpt from Bhajeham,
Bhajeham, based on a
traditional Sanksrit chant,
performed and arranged by
Bombay Jayashri (2003,
track 2)
Khandu Chapu: 5 beat cycle

Raga/scale

Nattai Kurunji
Arohana (ascending) S R2
G3 M1 N2 D2 N2 P D2 N2
S
(A B C# D G F# G E F# G
A)
Avarohana: (descending) S
N2 D2 M1 G3 M1 P G3 R2
S
(A G F# D C# D E C# B A)

Rasa: Emotional taste,
flavor, “essence”.

Sringara: Auspicious, love,
devotion
(Rangacharya, 2007)

Time of day/season:

Night: generous, loving,
enjoyment, pleasant feeling
(Rangacharya, 2007)

Laya (tempo, speed)

moderate
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Range

Moderate vocal range

Instrumentation

Tamboura (drone), voice,
mrindangam (drum),
cymbal/bell

Form

Cyclical, repetitive mantra,
concert version of kirtan or
bhajan (devotional song)

Timbre

open, non nasal singing

Tension:

irregular meter in 5 cycle
beat

Texture

Clear, group “chorus”/solo
improvisation on top of
drone

Melody: song melody,
intervallic motion

Repetitive mantra, close
intervals, consonant
harmonies between melody
and drone

Lyrics

Bhajeham, bhajeham,
Bhajeham, Shivoham
Om Namah Shivaya
No literal translation, a
combination of syllables
symbolizing elements,
chakras; a well known chant
worshipping the God Shiva

Function/genre

devotional chants, religious
in nature

Potential for non-ordinary
state of consciousness

The repetitive chants are
designed to evoke a nonordinary state of
consciousness, or union with
the divine; the tamboura also
has an eternal quality, with
overtones also supporting a
spiritual or divine state; the
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quarter tones, gamakas
(slides) and microtonal
elaborations in the melody
and ragas are designed to
also evoke altered states

Table 3
Music Analysis for Anjali’s
Session
Title, Composer, Performer excerpt from Aaj mera jee
kardaa (Today my heart
desires), the theme song
from film Monsoon
Wedding, composed by
Mychael Danna (2007, track
2), sung by Sukhwinder
Singh
Tala/meter:
cycle of 2 to 4 beats, fast,
driving rhythms, consistent
throughout

Your Good Name, from
Monsoon Wedding, composed
by Mychael Danna

Raga/scale

no known raga is used: however,
the raga-like scale is
approximated below

no established raga is used;
however, the melodies are
based on a raga-like
structure, which I
approximated below
A section: n1 S R1 S
(G A Bb A C B C Bb A G)

Rasa/mood

dadra tal/ meter of 6 beats in
semiclassical and light Indian
music, simple and clear rhythms
in drums and melody

ar: S R G1 M P N1 D2 P D2 S
ascending: D E F G A C B A B
D

B section: S R2 S d2 n2 S
(A B A F# G# A)

av: S N1 D2 P M G1 D2 P M
G1 S
descending: D C B A G F B A
GFD

no associated rasa; however
in the context of the film,
the mood appears to be
about the power of water
to provide relief, catharsis

This scene from the film is
associated with longing, love,
and desire as the wedding
planner falls in love with the
maid and tries to approach her
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from the unbearable heat as
well as relentless flooding

by asking her what her “good
name” is

Time of day/season:

monsoon

Monsoon

Laya (tempo, speed)

moderately fast, consistent
tempo throughout

moderate

Range

moderate

Instrumentation

male solo voice, male and
women’s chorus,
synthesizer, acoustic and
digital drums, bass, strings,
shennai (reed instrument)
bells/tambourine
Bollywood/fusion with
bhangra style rhythms
intro A B A C A C outro

medium melodic range,
everything else steady and
consistent
flute and sitars, tabla, gentle
tremolo/ bowed strings for
texture, tanpura (drone)

Form

Timbre
Tension:

Texture

Electronic/synthesized
sound mixed with acoustic
instruments
in the A section, melodic
tension in intervals, driving
rhythmic tension

generally thick but varies by
section, solo voice or chorus
juxtaposed with strong,
rhythmic drumming, with
fillers of strings,

A, A1, A2
cyclical component, as the
melody does not change
The A section is reminiscent of a
very simple alap style, or North
Indian free improvisation). A1 is
like a jhod, adding more texture,
and A2 is like the gat (entrance
of percussion, metered)
acoustic
from a Western scale point of
view, the tritones between F and
B are typical of a raga with
associations of twilight, inbetween two scales, and
characteristic of a complex
mood
thin, clear, initially solo
instruments playing
independently, then drone
texture underneath, finally
adding the drum and gentle hints
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Melody:

Function/genre

synthesizers providing
supporting melodies
main melody has close
intervals, stepwise motion
entertainment, dance/ film
music, popular

Table 4
Music Analysis for Maya’s
Session
Title, Composer, Performer Ahir Bhairav from the
album Call of the Valley
(Chaurasia, Kabra, &
Sharma, 1997, track 1)
Tala/meter:

cycle of 2 to 4 beats, fast,
driving rhythms, consistent
throughout

Raga/scale

Ahir Bhairav
Arohana:
S r G m P D n S'
(A Bb C# D E F# G A)
Avarohana:
S' n D P m G r S
(A G F# E D C# Bb A)
(Bor, 1999)

of melodic accompaniment
Repeated melody motifs
throughout, only slight change
from G1 to G2 (F to F#) for a
hint of brightness
Film, entertainment, popular
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Rasa/mood

Peace, joy and pathos,
awakening (Dipavali, n.d.)

Time of day/season:

Early morning

Laya (tempo, speed)

Slow in alap, then moderate
tempo

Range

moderate

Instrumentation

Santoor, slide guitar, tanpur,
flute
Not a formal classical form,
but is similar to alap (free
improvisation) and gat
(rhythmic and faster) A A1
B B1
Acoustic Indian instruments

Form

Timbre
Tension:
Texture

Melody:

Function/genre

Some tension with the
pathos in the raga and the
augmented 2nd interval
Simple and fairly thin,
drone with mostly one solo
instrument at a time, added
texture with tremolos in the
santoor
Mostly stepwise motion

Aesthetic, cultural, religious/
light classical genre
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Table 5
Music Analysis for
Siddarth’s Session
Title, Composer, Performer Allegro from the Serenade
for Strings by Antonin
Dvorak (1998, track 5)

Chaiti, performed on the raga
Desh, by N. Rajam (2000, track
4)

Tala/meter:

4/4

Keharwa: cycle of 8 beats
commonly used in light classical
and folk music (Goel, 2007)

Raga/scale/key

E major

Desh
Arohana: Sa Re Ma Pa Ni Sa
(C D F G B C)
Avarohana: Sa ni Dha Pa Ma Ga
Re Ga Ni Sa (Sounds of India,
2000)
(C Bb A G F E D E B C)

Rasa/mood

cheerful

Sweet and soothing

Time of day/season:

---

monsoon

Laya (tempo, speed)

Moderate

Moderate, easy

Range

wide

Instrumentation

Violins, violas, cellos,
basses
ABCA1

Moderately wide range of
melodic intervals
Violin, tanpura and tabla

Form

Alap, jod (slow, rhythmic), gat
(entrance of percussion, faster)
Typical of Hindustani classical
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forms
Timbre

Acoustic bowed

acoustic

Tension:

Some tension in the
harmonies during the
transition to the
recapitulation
Generally rich and thick,
with string parts divided

Not much tension in the raga
itself, but some tension arising
in the rhythmic and melodic
improvisations
Fairly clear, solo and tabla
accompaniment, however the
texture becomes increasingly
thicker as the improvisations
become more elaborate
Wide range of melodic
elaborations on the raga

Texture

Melody:

Function/genre

main melody has close
intervals which then expand
as wide as octaves at some
points
Autonomous, aesthetic,
European classical, formal,
original associations with
aristocracy

Aesthetic, autonomous, Indian
classical, formal, original
associations with higher castes

Table 6
Music Analysis for Sarav’s
Session
Title, Composer, Performer Invocation from the album
Shyam

Vedic Chants from the album
Chants of India by Ravi Shankar
(1997, track 3)

Tala/meter:

unmetered, no tal

No specific tal or meter,
moderate and steady tempo of
chanting

Raga/scale

No raga is listed, but the
notes imitate Yamuni
Kalyani
Ascending: s r g p m p d S
(Rao, 1984)
a b c# e d e f# g# a

No specific raga is listed,
however the notes used are:
SrMPDnS
(C Db F G A Bb G C)
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Descending: S n d p m g M r
s (Iyer, 1976)
a g# f# e d c# d# b a

Rasa/mood

Auspicious, love and
spritiual desire

Time of day/season:

night

No specific rasa is indicated
without a definite raga.
However, the mood follows a
pattern of several similar ragas,
which highlight both pathos and
serenity.
None indicated

Laya (tempo, speed)

Slow

moderate

Range

medium melodic range,

Form

Narrow melodic and
intervallic range
Male voice, tanpura, flute,
keyboard
Intro, A, tag

Timbre

Acoustic, vocal

Acoustic, nasal vocal chanting

Tension:

none

Instrumentation

Texture
Melody:

Function

Vocals, flute, tanpura
Intro, chanting

Intervallic and melodic tension
between the 1st and 2nd scale
degree
Clear, solo
Thick vocals in unison,
voice/instruments and drone, overlapping with flute melodies
simple I-V harmony
main melody has close
Close melodic intervals
intervals, stepwise motion
Aesthetic, devotional song
to Lord Krishna (lyrics from
traditional Sanskrit sloka
describing Krishna’s
ornaments, fragrance,
qualities, etc.)

Aesthetic, devotional
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Music Analysis for Sarav’s
Session, cont’d
Title, Composer, Performer Air from the Orchestral
Suite No. 3 by J.S. Bach
(2010)

Tala/meter:

2/4

Raga/scale/key

D major

Rasa/mood

Positive, calm, expansive in
a European classical context

Laya (tempo, speed)

Moderately slow walking
speed

Range

moderate

Instrumentation

Violins, viola, cello, bass,
and harpsichord
AABB

Form
Timbre
Tension:

Acoustic, original baroque
style instruments
In the B section, some
tension and dissonance on
hanging suspensions
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Texture

Melody:

Function

between the violin sections,
which is then resolved as
soon as the melody
continues
Clear with single melodies,
basso continuo and
alternating voices between
the violin sections
Stepwise with some large
leaps
Autonomous, aesthetic
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APPENDIX C
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GUIDELINES FOR CULTURALLY CENTERED MUSIC AND IMAGERY
DISCUSSION


Tell me about your drawing/image



What meaning does each aspect (color, shape, etc) have for you?



What emotions do you feel in reflecting on each?



Is there one image/part that you identify with the most? How?



How did you experience the music?



How did the music impact your experience/affect your image?



How do the different parts of the image relate to each other?



How does this experience relate to your ethnic identity in everyday life?



How does this information relate to your other identities, ie, gender, sexual
orientation, etc.?



What new information did you learn about yourself?

